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INVITING LIFE: 
CHANNAVEERA Kanavi’s Poetry 


The title of this brief introduction to Kanavi’s poetry and of the anthology 
of his poems in English version was the result of considerable thinking. It also 
involved a brief discussion with Kanavi himself. Inviting life has to be 
distinguished from both accepting everything that happens, and from 
challenging everything that happens ! In acceping everything, one tends to 
become a passive fatalist, an unashamed subscriber to the vulgarised version 
of Karma. If one were to challenge everything, then one tends to become 
powerfully negative, eager to reject everything. I think both these frames of 
mind cannot be applied to Kanavi as a person or Kanavi as a creative writer. But 
what do I mean by “Inviting Life”? This expression, as used specifically here, 
would mean that he participates actively in the process of living by “inviting” 
experience. He does not just sit silent and motionless like a Buddha for the 
experience to come to him. No, he expends efforts to go out to encounter life 
and offer it an invitation to be his guest ! Thus inviting life involves neither 
passive nor a negative attitude to life. It involves, above all, a capacity to 
receive experience with gentle understanding and to engage with it ina dialogical 
mode, not as a monologue. It is this subtle blend of the active and passive 
frames that ultimately defines the man and his poetry. 


It is too late in the day after about five decades of his active poetical career 
to ask the question: What is his position in the history of modern Kannada 
literature ? Of course, the answer is that he is a major poet whose contribution 
to the overall development of modern Kannada poetry is substantial and 
significant. Before examining the histroical context of his poetry and its 
destinctive characteristics, it is necessary first to take a quick look at the man 
and his life. Kanavi himself has on several occasions given glimpses into his 
life and background. On the basis of these sources, one can piece together the 
following brief account of his biography. He was born on 28 June 1928 in 


Hombala village in Gadag taluka now Gadag district of the then Dharwad district. 
His father Sakkreppa masthar, as he was popularly known, was a primary school 
teacher. His mother Parvathamma was a typical Indian housewife who worked 
hard to look after the welfare of the family. From his father, Kanavi seems to 
have picked up some of the basic qualities of his personality. First and foremost, 
his father was a voracious reader, mostly of poetry and works of religious 
philosophy. Thus he provided for his son a home in which intellectual culture 
prevailed. Secondly, Kanavi senior, as a teacher, was a strict disciplinarian and 
did not hesitate to use the cane to bring back his erring flock on the right track. 
Kanavi’s sense of self-discipline both as a man and poet must have been inspired 
by his father’s example. His early boyhood was spent in a small village, Sirunja. 
This early rural background exercised a profound and lasting impact on his 
personality and poetry. While many poets with some rural background, have 
managed to shed their rural past when transplanted in an urban location, Kanavi 
has always been a genuine villager at heart, even when operating the most 
sophisticated structures of urban culture and technology. For instance, even 
though from his high school days on, he had to shift to urban centres for 
higher education and livelihood, the early rural background has persisted with 
rare strength and durability. 


After his primary schooling, he shifted for his middle school education to 
Gadag, a slightly more urbanised place, where he was taken care of by his 
brother-in-law, Gogeri masthar who was also the head-master of the school. 
From there he went to Dharwad, an educational and cultural centre, where he 
first finished his schooling at the R. L. S. High school. As a high school 
student, he wrote and got published poems in the school miscelleny, thanks to 
the encouragement of its head-master, Koppal masther. He graduated in 1950 
with a First Class first from the famous Kainatak College, and then took an 
M.A., in Kannada from the newly established Karnatak University in 1952. In 
fact, 1952 was a crucial year for the poet because this was the year of his hat- 
trick-getting an M.A degree, getting a wife and getting a job. His was an 
arrranged marriage but it was also one that took place with his consent. The 
bride was Shanta devi, the daughter of Giddnavar, a most unusual bureaucrat 
who had a passion for books and learning. The job he landed was that of a 
secretary to the Department of Publications and Extension Service. In 1956, he 
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was promoted to head the department as its Director. While many of his friends 
have felt he could have made a more significant contribution as a teacher or a 
researcher, one should not forget that Kanavi’s official work involved strong 
links with literary and scholarly life. Moreover, neither his poetry nor his 
scholarship may be said to have suffered any real decline. Informally, his 
scholarly activities never really weakened, and his poetry flourished. He was 
able to bring out fifteen collections of his poems to date, in spite of his onerous 
official duties, especially under such a task-master as late D.C. Pavate, the Vice- 
Chancellor during most of the time. Kanavi himself seems to have no regrets at 
the way things have gone for him. The Kanavi’s have five children - four sons 
and a daughter. All of them are married and doing extremely well in their lives. 
Though past 70, Kanavi as a poet is still a smouldering volcano, and one may 
not be surprised to see a lot more poetry coming out of his pen! 


What have been the significant influences on his poetry ? This is a tricky 
question and one can waste one’s time by indulging in futile literary detection 
to track all sorts of traces of influence in his poetry. Kanavi himself has drawn 
a clear distinction between influence and inspiration. He would refer to those 
whose poetry had some impact on his poetry as merely inspirers. He has further 
elaborated this view by saying that what he had done was not to copy others, 
even those who cast the most powerful spell on him like Bendre, but he had 
digested them and then gone on his own individually distinctive path. But then 
this is true of every poet, and no poet is born in a historical vacuum ! Without 
any quibbling about semantics, one can say that Kanavi is in some way and in 
some sense related to the great Vacana literature, Bendre, Lakshmisa, Kuvempu 
and folk literature.. Of course, there was the impact of Madhura Chenna’s 
personality and poetry - simplicity, clarity and directness. In fact, Kanavi had 
personal acquaintance with the great mystic poet whom he first met in Bijapur 
way back in 1950. But kanavi’s interest in poetry has its genesis in school days 
itself. He seems to have felt intuitively that he was cut out by destiny to be a 
poet. During his college days, he and a few like-minded friends had been 
meeting at Kanavi’s student room in Malamaddi in Dharwad to recite and discuss 
literature and invite established writers to talk to them. This informal group, 
calling itself KavYANUBHAVA Mantapa, included names that were later to shine 
as Stars in the literary firmament. For Instance, it included Mokashi, Kurthukoti, 
Kattimani, Shiveswara Doddamani, Vasanta Karali and others. 
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Literary-historical context :- The work of any poet cannot be examined and 
understood without paying some attention to the specific historical context 
under which the work was produced. Of course, this is not a sufficient condition 
for interpreting poetry but it is certainly a necessary condition. The conventional 
wisdom periodises modern Kannada literature as involving two sequential 
periods - the Navodaya period and the later Navya period. To the latter are 
tagged on two minor and short-lived interludes known as the Progressive and 
Bandaya movements. Even this formulation is too tidy to capture the messy 
nature of the reality. We have to find room for the Dalit and the Feminist trends 
or movements, though it is tempting, not without reason, to subsume these two 
under the Bandaya movement. As Kanavi himself suggested during an informal 
conversation, the Dalits resisted the attempt to obliterate their distinctiveness 
under the blanket rubric of the Bandaya. In terms of the conventional 
periodisation and in relation to the Navodaya- Navya distinction, Kanavi is 
somewhat difficult to define as a poet. His first published collection of poems 
came out in 1949 and certainly under the influence of then dominant Navodaya 
movement dominated by old-timers like Bendre and Puttappa. But if one takes 
a careful look at his subsequent work, it is difficult to label it as uncomplicatedly 
or unambiguously Navodaya. The romanticism, mysticism, emotionalism and 
then the concern for nature they represent seem to ally his work with the 
Navodaya, but, on second thought, one begins to detect elements not easily 
assimilable by the Navodaya label. One may cite such features as his rural 
realism or clinical description of nature or his constantly questioning self. These 
seem to put him in the Navya camp. But yet the story is not that simple because 
Kanavi chalks a path all his own,defying the neat operations of label-mongerers. 
At this juncture of my discussion of his poetry, the point to note is that he 
refuses to be easily squeezed into the Navodaya-Navya dichotomy. As we will 
see later, Kanavi holds a theoretical position which rejects the validity of such 
labels beyond a certain point and argues for an historical characterisation of 
Kannada poetry in which labels are temporarily and contingently generated 
only to be overpowered later by subsequent dynamic and creative processes. 


The Samanvaya Problematic :- It has become commonplace to regard Kanavi 
as a Samanvaya poet to escape the dilemma of the Navodaya-Navya 
classificatory tyranny ! If the label is supposed to mean a framework of weak- 


kneed, wishy-washy goody-goody compromise with everything in the name of 
harmony, then certainly it would be absurd to attach it to either Kanavi the man 
or his poetry. Kanavi himself has explained why this label might have been 
attached to him. According to him one plausible cause for his being so labelled 
could be the fact that he was part of a group which, under Gokak’s initiative and 
leadership, ran a journal with the title “Samanvaya”, and he was part of that 
group. The group also included G.S. Sivarudrappa, whose name is usually 
bracketed with that of Kanavi as Samanvaya poets along with S.R. Ekkundi, 
Siddhaiah Puranik, Gangadhara Chittal and V.G. Bhat. Quite apart from it, Kanavi 
has also re-defined the term, Samanvaya, to charactererise the very historical 
process of the development of Kannada poetry from Pampa onwards. In this re- 
fined sense, Kanavi is perfectly willing to be called a Samanvaya poet ! In the 
first place, Samanvaya, as a process in which there is a dialectical interaction 
between the old and the new, is also a process in which something different 
from both but incorporating the most progressive elements of both would 
emerge, and this process is repeated in the history of Kannada poetry. In the 
immediate present, however, as in the case of the current dominance of the 
Navya, this process becomes relatively invisible because of the subtle politics 
involved in the present. In the second place, no new movement, including 
Navya, can last forever, because of this dialectical process. What had happened 
to Navodaya would also happen to the Navya but it would not mean that 
Navya has been discarded, It only means that the Navya has been absorbed 
into history after being re-structured selectively under historically contingent 
pressures. Thirdly, Kanavi has also tried to answer the criticis who have regarded 
his poetry as lacking in a unifying larger framework, since it converts any theme 
into poetry without discrimination. This is, of course, linked to his Samanvaya 
label. He has pointed out that mere thematic diversity does not imply absence 
of framework. In fact, such a frame is implicit in his reaction to every theme and 
that the theme or subject itself arises out of his personal experience with the 
“other”. Though Kanavi does not explicitly elaborate this framework, it can be 
inferred from a reading of his work that it involves a certain readiness to invite 
life, a certain readiness to engage in a dynamic interaction between the subjective 
and the objective levels, and above all, a ceratin readiness to follow truth 
wherever it may lead. Kanavi’s explanation derives its validity from the fact that 


subsequently the Navya, like all earlier historical movements has exhausted its 
potentialities and has become part of a more complex ongoing historical process. 
Therefore, it is not surprising that those who had earlier committed themselves 
stuanchly to the Navya mode are now willing to absorb other modes, and those 
earlier shunning the Navya mode are today willing to learn from it. In short, a 
certain robust ecclecticism, as in the case of contemporary British or American 
poetry, seems to be dominating contemporary Kannada poetry ! Of course, this 
has also involved a certain retreat into the self, but this again is a mode and 
mood, that may change. 


Kanavi and the Bandaya Movement :- Given the nature of Kanavi’s 
personality and the retsraint of his poetry, it was only natural that the Bandaya 
leaders should be severely critical of his poetry. Going even further than the 
Navya critics, one of the leading lights of the Bandaya movement, Champa 
(Chandrasekhara Patil), alleged that Kanavi and his samanvaya friends were 
hatching a conspiracy against the Banadaya movement. Kanavi, as unruffled 
as ever, with his characteristic smile,told an interviewer that, though the Bandaya 
people might have reservations or suspicions about him, he himself personally 
admired their moral and political courage, their anger against cruelty, injustice 
and exploitation, the battle they were waging against these evils. But he regretted 
that they did not tolearate criticism, tending towards an authoritarian style of 
functioning. He pointed out that the Bandaya was cooling down (the interview 
was taking place a few days prior to the Hassan Sahitya Sammelana of which 
Kanavi was the president-elect) and hence stabilises itself as a responsible 
literary tradition. As for conspiracy allegetion, Kanavi dismissed it as an 
unfortunate display of pettiness. He also pointed out that he and G.S.S. had 
always encouraged the Dalita literature. Moreover, he stated, the Banadaya or 
protest movement was nothing new in the history of Kannada literature, as 
examplified by the Vacana literature or the poetry of Sarvajna. Proceeding further, 
he suggested that the Vacana writing had demonstrated strength and durability 
as it spoke in the languages of the people and spoke about their life. He admitted 
that he and G.S.S. wrote poetry which drew on the romanticism of the Navodaya 
movement. Referring to Bendre, he said he acknowledged his work as 
revolutionary in taking poetry closer to the life and language of common folk. 
As for his own poetic theory and practice, he claimed that he steered clear of 


the traditionalist or pandit mode and the Euro-centric mode, to tread the path of 
the good old Desi mode. 


The central issue is not the difference between Navodaya and Navya or 
Bandaya, but the underlying distinction between those who accept the frame 
work of a modernist, universal humanism and those who reject it. When viewed 
from this perspective, poets committed to such a framework cut across the 
Navodaya-Navya binary conceptualisation. Many of the Navodaya writers ° 
may belong to this category and quite a few Navya writers whose self-obsession 
and the urge to dig deep into their individual psyche verges on the pathological 
may perhaps be seen as remaining outside the humanist framework. In other 
words, I am arguing that a poet may appear progressive in terms of a technical 
or dictional revolution but ramain a reactionary in terms of a humanist universalist 
framework. One can cite the case of TS. Eliot in English and perhaps arguably 
the case of Gopalakrishna Adiga in Kannada who inclined towards political 
hobnobbing with reactionary communal forces in the last phase of his life. Of 
course, this is not to question the fact that he is a major poet in modern Kannada 
literature. I am suggesting this perspective because I think Kanavi can be 
easily placed in the humanist camp. The Bandaya poets, of course, certainly 
belong to the humanist camp by their self-proclaimed commitment. 


The Distinctive Features of Kanavi’s poetry :- Now that one is in a position 
to examine the totality of his poetic corpus in one collected volume, KANAVI - 
SAMAGRA KAVYA (Veerasaiva Adhyayana Akademi, Shri Naganuru 
Rudrsakshimatha, Belgaum, 1996, Revised Edition), it is easy and possible to 
undertake a general survey of his work. First, and foremost feature of his poetry 
is its rootedness in the rural life and culture of North Karnataka. The genuine 
ruralness of his poetry has been noted by most scholars who have studied his 
poetry. For instance, Keerthinatha Kurthukoti, one of the best-known critics in 
modern Kannada literature, has drawn attention to this aspect. He has 
specifically speculated on the possible influence of Kanavi’s early rural life and 
the proximity it provided to nature, as an important formative influence on his 
poetry. Gundanna Kalburgi who has published his doctoral thesis on Kanavi’s 
poetry with particular refernce to its relationship to the tradition of modern 
Kannada poetry, has also noticed this thou gh not in any elaborate sense. 


H.S.Raghavendra Rao has paid considerable attention to this aspect of his 
poetry. Rao has argued that rural life, its aspirations and themes, even diction, 
dominate Kanavi’s poetry, and he draws a parallel with the work of poets like 
Bendre, Madhura Chenna and Kambar. Kanavi himself in an interview has 
acknowledged the impact of his boyhood days spent in a village, suggesting 
that the people he then encountered possesed a certain innocence and integrity 
which are lacking in urban modern life. In the poem, “Beyond Time,” the poet 
recalls nostalgically this innocence lost amidst the noise and dust of urban life. 
He writes, 


“.. On the foot-path bordering the street / a cowherd rides a buffalo, 
playing his flute, /Have you noticed ? If not, no matter. / After all, he is a 
nobody, not a minister, no verbal wizard / mesmerising millions. But I swear /I 
know of none enjoying the same mental peace.” 


The frequent reference to the seasons, especially the rainy season and the 
spring, may appear to be references to nature per se, but actually they are 
references to rural life. The city itself is shown as yearning for the open skies of 
rural life, in the poem, “Curved line.” 


The tar road rushes into the city centre / and dreams of far-off skies.. 


The poem, “The Centre of Emotions,” evokes lyrically the earth and its 
fertlity that sustain rural agrarian life. In this lovely short piece, the poet celebrates 
earth with the line, “Earth’s magnetic centre is the home of love. . .” One can cite 
a number of his poems which carry images drawn from the agrarian operations 
in rural life and the natural scenes that adorn the rural life, and the language, 
too, moves closer to the rural idiom. 


Secondly, allied to this passionate rooting in rural life, is his lyrical 
invocation of nature and its endless sights and sounds. Trees, flowers and 
birds provide a constant rhythm to his poems on urban life. Kanavi’s attitude to 
nature differs from that of other important poets who have shown a warm love 
for nature. It is not possible in a brief introduction to give detailed examples and 
one must be forgiven for indulging in unavoidable generalisations. While Bendre 
and Kanavi share the ability to depict nature with minutely abserved details, 
the two differ in many other respects. In Bendre, nature is certainly loved for its 


own sake but yet it also serves as a metaphor for the transcendental and the 
spiritual of its own. When he does try to bring it under figurative mode, Kanavi 
usually makes nature a rural resource. Thus often his presentation of nature is 
mediated by rural life to such an extent that the rural becomes a symbol for 
nature in contrast to urban civilization. In the poem. “Grass”, he does bracket 
urban and rural life together as civilization, and contrast them with nature. Take 
the following oft-quoted line. 


“The grass sprouting at rain’s call is all instinct, nature/ while weeding 
grass, sowing and harvesting, is all civilization...” Certainly here, rural life and 
the agrarian operations are subsumed under civilization, and yet the 
predominant impression created by his invocation of nature is that rural life 
somehow is closer to it than urban life which is built on the ruins of nature. He 
also differs from the other poet whose passionate concern for nature is great, 
namely Kuvempu. While Bendre romantically mysticises nature like wordsworth 
and Kuvempu also romantically makes nature a transcendental category, Kanavi 
does neither. He treats nature with warm familiarity as if it is a friend, because 
this is how nature figures in rural life - a friend who sustains and governs their 
life-rhythms. This is very clearly seen in another moving lyric, “The Jawar 
Speak...” Here, nature is seen as a friend who sustains the life of the rural poor, 
the landless peasantry. Thus, he de-romanticises nature in contrast to the 
leading spokesmen of the Navodaya romanticism. 


Like all significant poets, kanavi demonstrates his deep interest in, and 
understanding of the great phenomena that control and define mortality - love, 
life and death. All good poets will have to make peace with these realities of 
human fate, sooner or later. Kanavi’s notion of love is essentially a matter of 
living joyously and welcoming its undulations of sorrow and happiness. He 
faces the tragic side with stoic acceptance and he also tries to relate it 
meaningfully to the totality of life, and that includes death. He treats death with 
humorous familiarity as in the poem. “The Deathless Truth,” or as a reality for 
which we have to prepare ourselves, as in “The Death of Elders,” The former 
poem begins with the lines: 


“Nothing would put you to shame./ You have no rules, no things, no 
routine, nothing. . .” 


In the later poem, he links the living to the dead but by making death a 
positive experience which should prepare us for our own ultimate physical 
dissolution. After all we cannot learn about death directly from our own death! 
The death of the elders thus serves as a preparatory experience emotionally. 
Love in Kanavi’s poetry is not the romantic love between man and woman, but 
the intense love of life and things life offers as gifts - the most important being 
nature, friendship, human relatedness. In an interview with Pattanashetty, Kanavi 
confesses that he was too siny to get involved in romantic affairs with the other 
sex. While this may be true, we cannot rule out the possiblity of his pining away 
in love tragically, unable to articulate it ! However, his poetry nowhere reflects 
this experience thematically. 


Given the fact that Kanavi has not so far produced longer narrative poems, 
barring the early poem, “Bhavajeevi’, one must assess his contribution in 
terms of his fragmentary encounters with people, things and animals or insects. 
Birds are a frequent subject of his poetry. There is one on a sparrow, and there 
is a moving piece, “The Anguish of a Little Bird,” which is about the sorrow of 
a mother-bird over the cruel killing of its little ones by another bird. There are a 
number of poems about other creatures - ants, lizards, chameleons, dogs and 
so on. In these poems, excepting the one on the death of his pet dog, Manu, he 
does not treat them anthropomorphically but looks at them in their own setting, 
inviting them into his poetry on their own terms, as it were ! Other arts like 
painting, dancing and music have stimulated him to write poetry. There are 
excellent sonnets on Bismillah Khan and Mallikarjuna Mansur (The latter is not 
included in this anthology). His capacity to get inside the skin of the “other” 
and write about it with warmth, sympathy and even humour, is part of this 
ability to invite life as a friend. The poems on other poets especially Bendre, 
show his capacity to grasp in depth the meaning of the life and work of other 
creative persons. 


This does not mean that he does not tackle spiritual or philosophical themes. 
He shows deep philosophical interest in time but as a poet, not as a philosopher. 
One can cite his relatively long poem, “Time Won’t Stop,” Though his own 
brand of mysticism pervades his poetry as well, this is not the kind of mysticism 
that mystifies the empirical and the sensual. This is a kind of mysticism that 
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involves a veneration for life itself as a sacred thing. There is only one poem 
which is openly mystical, recalling Madhura Chenna both in its title and its 
content. This is the relatively long poem, “The Dream-Experience of a Child”, 
which comes from one of his earlier collections. 


Unlike most of the N avodaya writters, Kanavi does not hesitate to deploy 
satirical, ironical or humorous modes of dealing with even solemn subjects. He 
is not a subjectively obsessed poet even when he is subjective. His poems like 
“The All-conquering Hero”, “Who Bothers, Brother ?” or “Listen, I Am Telling 
You”, show his concern for contemporary political realities but he treats them 
with gentle sarcasm. There is an exquisite satire on man, “The Human Creature,” 
which punctures man’s self-inflated self-image by pointing out that he does 
not have a place even in a zoo ! One of his most powerful poems is on a public 
and political theme, the destruction of Babri Masjid by Hindu fanatics. It is 
called, “Sound-Silence”. It ends after a complex set of images, with the simple 
message of communal harmony. But Kanavi’s concern for the public and the 
political is not a loud rhetoric of propaganda or a solemn didacticism. It is a 
poet’s digested and reflected understanding of the complexity of political life. It 
is well-known that he is committed to Karnataka Ekikarana and he took active 
part in the Gokak agitation, demanding justice for Kannada people. 


There is a surprising absence of women as major theme in his poetry. This 
may be because of his already-mentioned shyness. In this anthology, there are 
two pieces specifically addressing women. The one on Neelambike is an 
astonishingly delicate piece, in which Kanavi’s language rises to great lyrical 
heights. The other poem, “Waiting”, is obviously about a wife and her waiting 
for the husband to arrive from office or work. This tends to romanticise domestic 
life but yet it also carries Kanavi’s grasp of reality. 


Both in language and metre, Kanavi is a strict disciplinarian. There is an 
economy of words - meaning and music, suggesting no stinginess but controlled 
beauty. No wonder that he has a penchant for the sonnet, a form that requires 
_ Severe discipline and control. Among his best sonnets is the one on Bendre, 
“Bendre At Seventy” But sonnets cannot be rend=red as sonnets in another 
language. Hence, the English rendering fails to communicate a sense of this 
self-discipline. The poems in his most recent collection, “Baredu Theerada 
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Baduku” exemplify the apogee of his poetical economy. The last three pieces in 
this anthology belong to this volume. Both the language and the imagery are 
compressed to such an extent that one suspects that they may be semantically 
overloaded. In general, Kanavi’s language is drawn from the language of ordinary 
use, especially in rural life. But this does not mean that he does not coin his 
own words by modifying the words in currency. His imagery is powerful because 
it resists the temptation to become a symbol or a sign. What is presented is 
presented in all its natural uniqueness and vividness, serving primarily as a 
representation of itself. Secondary and suggestive dimensions emerge only 
after the image has exhausted its primary function. 


Kanavi has been described as a descriptive poet, meditative poet and a 
confessional poet. All these characteristics apply but yet they also miss out on 
one dimension - the dimension of experiencing life before meditation and 
description. The question then is not merely whether he describes or meditates 
but about what he describes and what he meditates on. It is his earthy, rural 
hardness, the kind of hardness the poet finds in Zinnia, that is the hall-mark of 
his experience of nature and people. It is that which ultimately dictates the 
nature of his language, metre and music. There is no doubt that his distinctive 
poetic voice will be heard for a long time to come. This English version of his 
poems cannot claim to capture his poetry in all its richness and complexity. But 
it is meant certainly to give some idea to those without access to Kannada of 
what Kanavi and his poetry all about ! They may, of course, be read as original 
English pieces, and even in that case, the editor fondly hopes that they may 
give the reader some pleasure, a pleasure not produced by Kanavi’s Kannada 
poems but by the English version of his poems ! 
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The translations have been made from the text of the 
authoritative volume, KANAVI - SAMAGRA KAVYA and 
BAREDU THEERADA BADUKU. The selection of poems 
was personally made by the poet himself and I concurred 
with his selection. Poems translated represent all his 
collections from 1949 to 2000. Excepting eleven poems, all 
the others have been translated by the editor, most of them 
specially for this anthology. It has been understandably 
impossible to present the Engiish version in original 
Kannada metres, and the editor has chosen the form of 
free’ verse, with its own loose structure. The primary 
objective of translation has been to preserve the spirit of 
the original without drastically violating their letter ! 


Poems Translated by Others 


4. An Evening Armando Menezes 
5. Eternal Thirst M.L. Manjunath 

13. TheDream-ExperienceofaChild S.K. Desai 
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31. Umbrella G.S.Amur_ , 

38. Remembrance G.S. ‘Enis 

40. 1Do Not Intend To Write APoem G.S. Amur ) 

47. Flowers Turn Sunward D.A. Shanket 


Sahitya Akademi is grateful to the above translators for their kind permission. 


A PRAYER 


Let not the poisonous wind of trivia blown out of proportion 
saunter near me: 

let not the words ridiculing and enraging others 

reach my ears: 


Leta sense of duty rising toa Himalayan height 

inspire me: 

let my heart not waver 

even if hardships torment me like wandering dark clouds. 


Let my head never bow 

to the demonic display of wicked and cruel arrogance : 
let me salute the universal soul 

of the virtuous and principled life of the lofty. 


Let the humility of the cloud on the sky’s border 

and the peace of the clear lake of mind be mine _ 

let mine be the innocent concern of the young for play 
which invests even ant-hill with sheen and joy. 


The earth is Siva’s poem, blending with his dance, 
let service to nature be perpetual : 

let the strings of my Veena of emotions, 

oh Lord, produce the sacred sound of Om |! 
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BHAVAJEEVI 


( The last six stanzas of an early autobiographical narrative with this title, are 
here presented as a key to the poet’s subsequent developmeni. This narrative 
is reminiscent of Wordsworth’s PRELUDE, not just because it is autobiographical 
but also because one finds the same engagement with nature from the early 
years, which left a profound mark on his poetry. The title is difficult to translate 
because the term, Bhava, is multisemantic in Kannada, meaning emotion, feeling 
or sentiment. ) 


I live in emotions, and the dreams 

filling my heart are the celestial wish-fulfilling tree ! 
Isn’t everything a dream till 

realised in deed ? No gainsaying it. 


Like drawing a blueprint before building a house, 
dreaming what emotions first perceive : 

later giving them, secure shape, 

through stone, brick and mortar. 


When I dig deep into my own consciousness, 

all sorts of experiences come : 

as a little of their understanding filters into words, 
I find joy in life. 


Can one by squeezing ripen an unripe fruit ? 
Can whats still fresh and hot be a dish ? 
If the food consumed remains undigested, 
unable to feed the body, can it make the body happy ? 
‘“ Mystical experience adorns the conscience like a gem, 
the infant’s dream is soul’s self-knowledge. 
Locating awareness in its proper habitat, 
mystic experience transcends scientific knowledge !” 
* 
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WORDS 


They should be like the Parijata flowers 

raining on the muslin spread of green grass at dawn - 
like dew-pearls, too delicate for touch, 

reflecting the perfection of creation - 


Like the tears flowing from the corner of a woman’s eyes, 
her gentle heart’s sweet affection liquified - 

like the tremulous creeper hugging a tree’s trunk, 

shivering at the merest hint of an impending whirlwind - 


Friend, let our words be like them. 
Remember, soft-spoken words conquer three worlds - 


silence should blossom into words 
and make our transient life watt its fragrance. 


ne 
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AN EVENING 


Haloed with graces, Evening the maiden comes. ... 
The Heaven’s cheek blushes, as tho’ a red flower shakes 
Her showered pollen upon her... . Like orange flakes 
Swell the lips of the horizon . ... Love flushes and hums. 


As the curls of her head gambol and frisk on her brow, 
The dusk is creeping on with deepening shade : 

And in the azure parting her hair has made 

A few stars twinkle . . .. Silence is worship now ! 


What artist’s brush can limn her loveliness ? 

What master mimic her birds’ warbled air ? 

What poet chant her save in raptured prayer ? 

My soul is vanquished by her sweet largesse 

In to a willing sacrificial dower. ... 

When death comes, may it come at this calm hour ! 


*f 
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ETERNAL THIRST 


Golden light floods every morn 

from the eastern horizon : 

like a hundred fountains springing at once in cluster, 
it cleanses all the world. 


Opening the wide eyes, however much I drink 
Alas ! this pristine thirst is not quenched. 
Some discontent in the depths of my heart 
though consumed with wide mouth. 


Shall I dissolve like a candy 

in the depths of the sea of colourful li ghts ? 
or else drink all the water 

in one gulp like Agastya? 


When will the sooty walls 

of the houses of the soul be white - washed ? 
How can light come down the window - pane 
Full of cobwebs and hanging gossamer ? 


The five elements in the human body — 
are lying in wait to pounce. 

The world will soon be on pyre 

if even a little pity does not sprout. 


Thou wind, mocking through half open shutters 

storm in today, this very day : 

wash us this very day with the perfumes 

of all the flowers and crops of the world. 

The light that fills the world is not enough for us somehow. 
How vast and deep is man’s spirit : 

All that flows in is sucked and emptied again 

however much it springs, Md fails, it fails. 
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THE HONEY-SWEET MOON 


Come hither, jasmine, 
come gently 

the moonlight has 

dripped 

on my heart’s quilt, 
answering our loving call ! 


The whole forest 

is lovely, 

and the mind is on high : 
your heart’s sweet perfume 
has spread its coolness 

in every breath. 


O dear one 
bathed in 

cool moon light 

0 lovely lotus 

the front yard has 
turned auspicious 


Pleasant the voice of 

the gentle breeze 

and moderate the silence. 
What have they both 
whispered 

in half-sleep ? 
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Cool sandal balm 

for the paining 

body of the earth; 
Over flows 

the perfumed smoke 
from the temple of sky. 


All goodness 

has become brightness 
while the sky rained honey 
in the depth 

of the sea of joy, 

fish are we ? 


Unblinking, 

the stars twinkle 

like tiny lamps: 

all by themselves 

meditating 

nostalgically on some sweet memory ! 


* 
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WAITING 


The home’s sacred idol, drowned in the depth of silence, 
she had lit the home with her eyes, each a mine of gems - 
he’s like a star, she muses, 

he will return surely now that it’s evening. 


Her hands fully prop the door, 

her toe-rings are flowers at the threshold ! 

Sighing, she stares straight for his expected return - 
anxiety runs through the whole length of her plited hair. 


As if suddenly remembering something, she goes in 

_ softly and lights a lamp with a cheerful face : 
as if she had memorised long back the style of his steps, 
the lovely one rushes forth confidently to offer a welcome. 


Her day-dreams ripen, the evening turns enchanting, 

the sky’s map of gold is completed : 

this waiting, this anticipating, 

fuses her womanly desires with colours. 

In her steady, still eyes, cosmos is compressed, 

floating in the beguiling wind - 

it’s like the moonlight that comes 

to let earth and sky touch each other’s lips with a full-moon kiss! 


Like the evening sun sliding into the mid-hall from the west, 
she queens over the palpitating heart - 
like the freshness immediately after the rain, 
she illumines my life at every step. 
* 
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THE MOSQUITO 


Catching the fleeting Time and stopping it, 
hammering the head, 

the clock struck ten, 

its hands moving forward - 

let them do so, why bother about it ? 
Immersed in the dim light, 

arching like a rainbow, 

love offered its sweetness : 

a happy bird of love, 

cooling, wheeling in the depth of the blue sky, 
descending effortlessly, 

entered the heart’s nest. 

The lamp dimmed and then blew out, 

as darkness stretched its body. 

As the sleep pulled me 

like a magnet, the mosquito in the corner, 
like the drone of the tambura , 

as 1f Narada himself had materialised, 
hummed in its haughty style: 


Like a thief coming stealthily to plunder, 

making a pretence of blessing in song, 

like an aircraft circling round and round, 

it made deceptive manouvres, before bombing its target. 

Look, itis coming ! 

Already here, with a huge army behind its back, raving, “Swaha’’! 
oh, man ! of what use are you to anyone.” 

Like an old acquaintance, talking with familiarity, 
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it arrived, placing a hand on the shoulder, 

to squat on my face: 

touching hands, touching the body, 

it came humming 

into the ears, as if a screw were driven into them, 

as if a doctor’s needles pricked the hair on our body ! 
I don’t know how it could muster this sort of courage, 
but I shall not rest until I drive it out of my room. 

So like a puppet I followed it, 

as it led me forward, 

mocking me the while, humming heartily - 

yet I did not complain : 

it reminded me of the magic deer, 

as it played into my ears the snake-charmer’s gourd. 
Undeterred even by my clapping, 

it melted into the wardrobe in acorner ! 


Like a disciplined soldier, 

beating a gong, 

** Awake, awake, awake, awake !” 
I opened my eyes. 

27 ie 

My ears stood stiff. 

eee 

The clock struck seven ! 


Notes: ‘“Swaha” is a sanskrit word which means “Gobble”, “eat up’’and 
“Swallow” 
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THE SHADOW 


With a sigh, 
the last train left : 
( accepting the bear-salute of the signal ! ) 


Evening steals behind, 

filling up its skeleton : 

prodding its walking stick, 

crossing the bridge, 

it departs with outstertched hands, 

as it groans. 

The shadow of the shanty hangs like a bat, 
its finger distorted in disarray ! 

In its lap... .a pair of bats ! 

Splinters of a hope - snuffed heart. 


Out there. . .. 

is it the beckoning shadow of a palm-found ? An illusion ? 
Fox’s howling as if midnight’s throat got strangled ! 

Torch -ghosts in disguise, 

listening to owl’s lullaby, 

night slumps to sleep in the shanty. 

The skeleton, squatting in mid-street, 

picks up an used beedi whose lin gering spark 

pierces the darkness of the lun gs, puffing smoke - 

a pretext for the shadow’s show-off ! 


Daylight breaks .... 
light returning with the sheen of aeons. 
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Surrendering to body’s hunger, 

leaning on a walking stick, 

the shadow moves, sticking its tongue out. 

look there.... 

the station crouches within a whistle’s reach : 

the shadow...... 

a whole family of shadows stand, 

stretching their hands towards man : “Narayana !” 

Puribaji, bread, biscuit, scorching tea, 

cups and saucers, music, felicitation, all jumble... 

the emaciated puppies hanging from their mother’s teats 

as she scours for offal. 

“Will not a crow call his kith and kin, sighting a morsel ?” 

The shadow beckons with joined hands.Fresh stench..... 
fresh stench! 


A new train arrives and halts : 

in the hurly-burly, 

the shadow comes, struggling, 

and stands body bent, hands sweeping ! 


Spitting smoke, 

the last train departs - 

the shadow shifts, its hands stretched out, 
and it groans. 
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BEYOND TIME 


“No time, urgent”, the tar road throbs. 

Cars, buses, cycle, tongas, trucks, 

clutter the road,choking its breath. 

The tick-tock of the clock non-stop ! 

Offices, schools, colleges, shops and banks, 
draw creatures like a magnet, 

dragging them through their nose : 

the axles of countless wheels, 

screech worn out : Victory to man ! 

On the foot-path bordering the street, 

a cowherd rides a buffalo, playing his flute. 

Have you noticed ? If not, no matter. 

After all, he is a nobody. Not a minister, no verbal wizard 
mesmerising millions. But I swear 

I know of none enjoying the same mental peace ! 


Re 
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THE LAMP-BEARER 


One....two...three. 
the creator counted the baby’s first steps. 
each one light as a flower ! 


It marked an auspicious time, 

his learning to walk with faltering steps. 
He rises to his full height, 

as if lifting the entire globe on his head ! 
the tough exercise of running on a wire, 
Swaying precariously, 

he knows all the tricks ! 

Come and see his acrobatics just once. 


The way he steps stamps his style, 

his walking cuts its own path - 

Lose sight of him, he is gone a globe-trotter ! 
His whim is his desire, 

his every utterance, the Veda, 

silencing all debate ! 

He recovers to rise, 

a reckless horse surviving his feet’s violence ! 
He falls, 

unaware and unworried. 

The joy of rising, falling and dashing about, 
the bravado of his conquering march - 

right now he is preparing himself for a future battle ! 


Under his presidentship should be organised 
every event in this household. 
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Orelse, 

he would not hesitate to blow the bugles of war ! 

We lack the courage to stand up to face him: 

he is asun blazing non-stop from dawn to dusk ! 

A capricious creature, when he wills, he plays endlessly. 
( Hail God Vigneshwara ! ) 

Diamond -strong, 

he minds not stone or thorn ! 

( Now lately he has learnt the new trick 

of weeping without tears ). 

Something or other flashes every next moment, 

an auspicious moment : something comes down from 
moon’s universe to blossom in to a wide jasmine smile, 
whose spread beautifies everything, 

manifesting all life’s loveliness ! 


He points his hands in several directions, 

beckoning the unseen : 

what is that peacock 

_ dancing before his dark eyes ? His finger points to it. 


He hunts out the moon hidden behind the clouds, 
with one look, shakes out the stars - 

this connoisseur sniffs flowers at sight - 

himself teaches a new tune to the radio. 


Desires to climb sun’s falling vertical light, 
rakes dust for bits of gold, 

counts the feathers of birds soaring high, 

_ he belabours the silent wind to speak ! 


All day endlessly busy, all night a pied piper, 
a traveller in the fairyland of sleep : 
the moonlight shines in his youg eyes, 
he serves our days as a lamp-bearer. 
K 
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EARTH’S PAGEANT 


This ball of fire exploded aeons ago, 

is whirling : 

though somewhat cooled, it still burns bright 

with the fire hidden deep in its heart! Inside the cool sea 
flow the streams of fire : 

up in the sky smoke spreads quietly, smoothly. 

Fallen, 

revived rise hills and valleys - 

the accumulated anguish of aeons ! 

It still runs through caverns and valleys perhaps. 


Swigging some juice from that simmering belly, 
lakhs of hopes 

have burst out, 

daily spreading green, 

climbing the towers to look in all! directions. 

Beyond the eye’s horizon, hundreds of spheres play, 
grabbing and pulling this and that, 

dancing in unison, entangling them in endless circles. 
Light revolves as a wheel, 

round the reflection of the sun in morning and evening, 
Carrying on their shoulders the moon 

who enters the sky without fuss and noise, 

building rows of stars for the sky’s harvest, 

pressing and piling up day’s life into a heap. 


Inside a mud house, the child opened its eyes : 
the early sun’s light fell 
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into acolumn 

from a skylight into the middle hall: 

( God’s golden horse ). 

The moon beckoned with stretched hands through the window. 
(Lovely, lovely moon, he comes with flowing hair). 
The stars smiled in the splintered mirror of the sky 
and on the street a hundred silver chariots. 

The song’s swing 

on the boquet of flowers in the nearby tree, 

the call of the birds : 

the globe right on the table in the class-room 

when repeating the lessons of arithmetics that day. 
In the nest, the dove was making feeding sounds. 
Beyond the window, in the faraway hills and plains, 
the harmony of feelings grown by the south wester ! 
The friendship sprouting from earth’s heart grew, 

as the moonlight flooded everywhere, 

and, before my eyes, passed earth’s pageant 

from here towards the sky’s temple ! 


The full-moon day flooded the dark room, 
painting its walls with many colours. 
How enchanting the procession of Ashada ! 
All mind was on it, 
came and went in procession rainy seasons in revolt - 
thundering, bustling, beating a tabour 
dancing and drinking from a Jifted gourd ! 
Swaying unsteadily, the walls yet managed to stand : 
the foundations below sank under the unbearable 

burden above: 
no amount of padding with earth helped, the same fate 

every year : 

on the roof, the fortress of lined up ants, 
basketful of earth every day from the rats in the ceiling, 
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tunnels everywhere ! 
At night, the dancing shadows round blind light. 


Inside, a darkness that is there and yet not there : 
in the street, frequently flickering lights ! 

and the fear of danger lurking outside the threshold - 
is short, 

the situation was desperate. 

Above, wherever the eye turned, a garland of lights, 
and the unusual dancing hall of blue light, 

In earth’s lap, the bird’s daily agony - 

“Wake up and open your eyes, 

sleeping mother earth !” 

Wherever you move, the ant-hill of darkness - 
and the wonder is that 

its livelihood depends on light ! 

The song of victory fills birth and death. 

The wood stiffening in winter 

arrives now as a bedecked ritual car in midstreet ! 
Let it come, 

beating the tabour, blowing the trumpet. 

Let the pageant proceed - 

Oh life ! 

I wish you well. 
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THE DREAM-EXPERIENCE OF A CHILD 


] 
A smile flashes on the edge of his milk-like lips, 
life’s gold shines in his round big eyes, 
music comes floating, born on the ripples of his voice: 
Get into the boat of the moon and ply the oars. 


The bee sucks the flower, the pearl leans against the shell, 

the champaka-bud is blown by the cool evening breeze: 

the tender kernel of the coconut,the stream of the melody of a song- 
the dream in the mind grows of its own accord. 


The “Chamara” fans of the coconut leaves move to and fro, 
and the white umbrella is raised, 
the palanquin of the stars is decked and got ready, 
the silver bell is rung and the flower carpets are spread: 
then the night god comes down to the earth. 


The moon with her fingers caresses the evening shadow, 
feeding him with the milk-porridge of her light, 
massaging the tired body of the sunny colt 

after 01s wild prancing during the day . 
and tying a pouch of husk to his mouth and soothing him tenderly. 


A silver star twinkles in the tender eyes of the child : 

there is a cool dream of the moon in the mind: 

the jasmine flowers fill the jug of the milk just down froma cow- 
there is life-food in the dream that the child sees 
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The plane rose into a mountain, 
and the universe grew. 
Wherever one looked a hundred brushes played with colours : 
a squirrel moving quickly up and down a branch, 
the tender sunlight, filtered through the leaves and spread 
in chequered patterns, 

a sparrow flying and returning now and then to its nest, 
a kitten lying in the grass, basking in the sun,and then shaking its body, 
straightening its tail and raising its camel-hump, 
nestling against the body, soft like the steps on the flowers, 
Forming a small smooth railway line, 
one after the other, 
the ants in a row carry the sugar waggons. 
In the middle of the night, a train rumbles along the rails, 

throwing sparkles, miles and miles ! 
Things which fall on the eyeball and are printed on the mind 
unroll themselves in dreams, reels after reels. 


I (a grown-up child ) 

father of three children, 

became a child three times and grew again, 

and recovered a hundred dreams: 

The night looks as if the tender dream gained its splendour again: 

the cloud, to the eyes, is a camphor-doll, a golden lady ! 

The limpid sky opens the gates of the star-world beaming down 
affection 

the earth is tattooed with the patterns of green, 

a blue wavy curtain of the mountain ranges is hung down the horizon, 

above the moon is only a round silvery line. 

If you listen, there is a telephone call of the symphony of the woods. 
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The city full of electric lights, as though the light is fast tied up, 

the cable-pillars everywhere 

the lightning-shuttles of cars on the metalled roads, 

the radio blaring songs, taxing our patience- 

the matinee now is over, the second-show begins. 

A face leaning against a bench in the municipal park, munching 
parched grams and two-pice worth groundnuts- 

Eight peppermints for an anna - 

suck them, nobody’s father is put to loss - 

The loud-speaker from the municipal hall pours down 

Raja, Roarer, Rocket; Rani ! 

There is always ‘our own correspondent’ certainly. 

Here the road is CLOSED - a red lantern is hung : 

the king’s highway is under repairs for years ! 

Hark, there’s a bell : the train that has now started is yesterday’s : 

todays’s will come tomorrow, who-knows-when. 

The bridges are on the way - are they safe ? 

Bhadram Shubham Mangalam. 


The idol-car, after reaching its day’s destination, has come 
back at night, 

Beyond the skies there is a silver path from one end to the other- 
The thousand stars have drunk the bounty of the earth 
and play with fingers upon the silence of the night. 
There a hundred footprints twinkle, spreading life’s splendour 
what of us who are here on this earth ? 
We shut our eyes and open, and lo, there is the day 
the self-same..... day. 

K 


Notes: Two pice: A pice was a money unit, like an anna, which is no longer 
current. Sixteen annas made up a rupee and twelve pice made up an 
anna. Raja, Roarer, Rocket and Rani are the names of the four 
waterfalls at Jog. 
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THE CURVED LINE 


The tar road rushes into the city centre 

and dreams of far-off skies - 

the bullock-cart carrying merchandise for the market 
takes a turn at the nearby road. 


Roaming through lanes and bylanes, 
the street dog settles down to rest - 
time worries us from hour to hour, 
Bombay, you have reached here, too ! 


The train running on these parallel lines 

turns through a curve for hundred miles, 
touching and crossing the borders of all states, 
with red and green lights in its hands! 


Cutting across crooked lines of hill and dales, 

the river seeks the sea with another kind of thirst: 

the cycle of youth and old age, of rain and summer, 

rests at bottom on the friendship of hundreds of springs. 


Even a rope seven measures long is not sure 

of reaching the bottom of the deserted well : 

the steps are slippery with dense moss, 

a mouth whose thirst no amount of drinking can quench ! 
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Above, the vacant sky yielding birth that yields birth, 
and, below, the spinning spherical earth, 

an unthreaded top, still asleep, 

in the long curve, drowned in a dream. 


Open-eyed stars, clouds sailing like ships 
every rainfall bringing fresh water : 

the sky fixed and immobile, is frozen blueness - 
earth perpetually wombing green. 


Even as the kite dances with its hood spread, 
the thread tugs and pulls to make it rise, 

all through the sea flows within the hot streams - 
above, the waves play a different role. 


With evening’s darkness, ten thousand lamps 
Stand nude,divested of their garb of light - 

all stagnant water, crystal-clear, shows the bottoms: 
Dushyantha is in a mental fuddle ! 


As the light melts at this door, 

night opens up its hidden treasure of things : 

in the central hall, the shadow is topsy-turvy: 

in his heart, an unceasing twilight ! : 


ok 
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IT RAINS AT LAST 


It rains at last. 

Sound the string instrument, 

Beat the drums and give out a cry of joy ; 
Catch and squeeze the fleeing clouds. 

Bind the arching and twisting strings of rain 
Into sweet noodles. 

Let’s quaff the payasa merrily 

Every time we want. 

keep at hand all the savouries 

Made last summer - papads and pickles ; 
Let’s sit before the fire bathing in its warmth 
And munch them. 

And open the pages of whitman, Tagore, Bendre one by one ! 
(Come let’s dance in a frency, come let’s) 


On days like this 

Even the radio bellows like a bull. 

The electric bulb winks 

And the floor is frosted 

As if washed with ice. 

Outside ? The world’s all drenched. 
And the top-soil washed away. 

Every Gommata captive in giant boulders 
Is given Kumbhabhisheka. 

Even rain-soaked papers carry hot news. 
The wound is healed but the puss persists : 
The swan of peace, like a ship 

Is gliding into the stormy sea. 
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The white skin remains unwashed of blood stains. 
The dove of peace flown from atop the Red Fort 
Has it returned to the nest ? 

Those that flaunt atomic weapons, 

We shall shave their heads clean 

And anoint with soury juice that burns, 

Draw stripes of lime on their forheads 

To give them a donkey ride before the UNO. 

( To back us we have chowdiah, the ferryman. ) 


? 


Ding Dong 

Wherever we go 

The eye of the tower haunts us 

and when we sit relaxing. 

The clock raps us on the head, 

Seizes out grey haoir to count them, one by one, 
And at every round, tears us to shreds, 
Furls and unfurls the vast world 

Only to roll it up again. 

Faraway someone in the dusk 

Turns back and casts a lingering look. 
At last it is raining, a mad stream.s 


Re 


Note: | Gommata refers to the great monolithic statue of Bahubali 
at Shravanabelogola in Karnataka. 
Bendre is one of the major poets of modern kannada Literature. 
Chowdiah or Ambigara Chowdiah was ferryman by accupation, and 
he is one of the important vacana writters. 
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THE CENTRE OF EMOTIONS 


The fragrance of hundreds of flowers float in the air, 
inhale it : this rain water falling there 

has filtered and filled this well here,draw its waters. 
Can you see the roots of this tree ? 


The fertile earth around is its food : 

in flower, unripe and ripe fruits, a sort of astringence, 
this wood painting the plains, ripening the sky, 
becomes the wheels to the future temple car. 


Their mother-tongue is their mother’s breast-milk : 
having fed on it, it can feed on grain grown elsewhere. 
“A bad son may be born, but never a bad mother !” 
Why ruffle Saraswati’s harmony ? 


Let whatever grows anywhere grow on local strength, 
and mature and its life ripen into fruit. 

those who seek taste in many vegetables, 

cook their own vegetable dishes and eat. 


The garden has grown and spread : here is the ancient well 
and water that wets hundred plots and then flows. 

Any seed here will have the luck to sprout ; 

in its vicinity roam wild boar and fox. 


Fasten the fence securely, water the beds daily. 
pull out the weeds : 


use manure and pesticides : 
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invite everyone often to your feasts. 

In your garden, peacocks fan out their feathers and dance : 
in the mango grove, nightingale SINS ; 

without hurting the flower, the bee comes to suck its honey, 
the parrot pecks at the fruits to improve its voice ! 


Each mind is a veiled club: 

its talk is quality jasmine ; its deed, a holed pot ; 

those correcting its cacophony got branded guilty - 
Celestial courtesan Menaka, ready to disrupt penance. 


Scattered are the pearls in the necklace on the chest, 

its thread missing - . 

Let those who have eyes seek the pearls and those desirous, 
plait a new thread, measuring the size and shape . 


Let not this wheel revolve forgetting its centre, 

never blindly stumble in unwanted directions : 

let it be reserved for killing Sisupala ; let sunset come, 
without feeling remorse for Partha’s vow ! 


Some share the spoils in the name of Panchasheela ; 

they pretend to drink without a cup and even a drop of milk ! 
The cock has vanished from the street of the self - righteous. 
Before setting up the loom, unravel the knots. 


There are not eight but eighteen stable sentiments; 
hundred and eight stimulants. 
The dyanmic and unstable sentiments step forward, seeking 
fulfilment ; 
at the end of a spiritual experience, a bunch of lightnings ! 
*K 
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THE ALL-CONQUERING HERO 


He has every freedom, 

Can stretch his tongue as long as he desires, 

Can turn deaf to other people’s loudest screams. 
He can drive his car right into the pedestrians 
Filling along the side-walks. 

And his car has no brakes at all ! 

He has never known a straight path. 

He can raise aloft his favourites sky-high, 

Push down the undesirables into the nether-world 
And then meditate in a lotus-stance ! 

He can predict the country’s future, 

While shouting, “The people are the people !” 
And twirling his forecaster’s rattle-drum, 

He can suddenly trip up with his foot 

The fastest runners, 

And watch the fun of their tumbling. 

Say but one kind word, 

He would burst into a night-long concert of cacophony ! 


He can slip smoothly into a cesspool 

And swim in the company of buffaloes. 
Jumping from branch to branch, 

He can decapitate trees 

of thier buds, blossoms, fruits and flowers. 
He can talk more suavely than a parrot, 

And he can swing from the tails of big-shots ! 
Spot a calamity, 

And rest assured that his distinguished hand 
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Is at the foundation of it. (whatever happens, 
his first reaction is a grin !) 
He roams round the clock, 
Wasting himself for country’s welfare ! 
Invading other people’s fields, 
He would cheerfully devour the crops ! 
No function or meeting attains grace 
Without his presence. 
He has so little time, 
For he has to wait like a crane, 
Casting his net wide from the Panchayat to the Assembly ! 
~ None knows anything.” 
* Those who know are not many.” 
But why not ? Don’t we have one all-conquring hero ? 
Pack him off to the far-away Himalayas 
And let him plant his victory flag there ! 


*K 
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TIME WON’T STOP 


This chap called Time, 
I wanted to thrash him black and blue 
if only I could catch him ! 


Absconding who knows where, he runs about 
flickering in the sky, 

shivering in earthquakes, 

blown to smithereens in volcanoes, 

entering the womb of rivers, emerging in floods - 
He’s become the throbbing drum in our hearts. . . 
oh, catch hold of him... 


We’ ve struggled to enclose him in clocks 

and make him go round like pressing machines. 

When the time came, we’ ve caught the legs of the ass 
and got ourselves kicked ! 


We’ ve pressed our ears to the throbbing hearts 
and felt the throbbing pulses, 


The breath goes in and out with ease. 


‘ Is the space in the house ? or the house in the space ?’ 
Hope none is in a hurry ? 


It’s not so easy to climb and ride this horse. 
holding tight the reins. 
How many times havrn’t we known him running away, 
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stepping on our very chests ? 

In the warp and woof of seconds, minutes and hours 
here and there a coloured thread 

winding the naked life 

shows off in pride ! 

Wherever the foot falls, the earth holds its balance, 
the water strides forward, 

the air goes round the body and then goes in, 

The space overbrims the limit . . . 

We sink and rise everyday in the pond of li ght and darkness. 
When we wake up from sleep - Lo, 

We see a great gap between the earth and sky. 
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It’s always the same familiar face of the sun and moon. 
Theirs, too, like ours, is the task of going round and round. 


Yet sometimes a wave of light breaks against the shore this side 


Trees have woken up, stretching their bodies, 
spread their arms in all the four directions, 
and where they stood, grown roots. 

Do we need to dig them up and see ?. 

A green family has spread all round, 

there are daily dealings between them and us. 


Six seasons come and tend us, 
sowing some hope in our hearts. 


The eggs break, wings grow strong and they fly away, 
leaving the nest. 


The mountain peaks standing yonder in a line 
are no burden to the earth. 
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Hundreds of stars are floating in the firmament - 

the sky hasn’t bowed its head in weariness under the weight. 
The air hasn’t resorted to a corner and dozed off. 

The water has become pure, flowing in and out, 

rushing out under the dam. 


We’ ve got off from the bullock-cart, waited for the 
bus, got into car, 

left the ship, and flown by plane, 

made an attack on the stars ! 


We’ ve cried ourselves hoarse into the microphones, 
flaunted the coxcomb, 
and imagined it was day-break. 
The sturdy wild bull tied newly to the cart is snorting 
and pulling this way and that, fighting 
the tame companion... . 


Yes, we are all new-comers, of course, 
we have worshipped our grandfathers and great-grandfathers 
and held the empty bell in our hands, 


The sacred offering is yet to be ready, 

but already we’ ve distributed the prasad - 

What we have before us - it is the game of hide and seek - 
we are searching with our eyes closed : 

This is not him. .. who is he 
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This daily food, hot and fresh is good for the body. 

The food cooked in the mornings gets cold by the evening. 
Even a dog doesn’t nose the cold, stale food. 

A variety of delicacies, invitingly sweet 

are made of the same rich, jawar and wheat, 
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used in proportion. Change is the spice of life : 
pickles are there just for whetting the appetite. 


(‘To one who can eat a door what’s a thin puff / 
If you cross the limit, even feast is undi gested.) 


Boiling, kneading, mixing, blending- In life 
there is a door open for everyone. 


When the tune is set, a song takes wings - 
a cloud rides the back of a wind. 


Whether in thunder or lightning 
who hasn’t pined for the first rains ? 


What hot summer hasn’t raised and played 
with sprouts and tendrils ? 

Under the full cover of the cold who hasn’t 
dreamed dreams, warm and snug ? 


Hasn’t Tungabhadra overflowed on the limbs of a dry land ? 
The dance of existence is made beautiful by change. 


In the midst of rhymes and metres of streams and rivers, 
the green has a prose garden. 

In the midst of myriad-coloured lawns 

there’s a cool champu lake. 


Crescent-roofed carts of songs are going in a marriage-procession. 


If music fits the emotion, bride and groom make a lyric-pair. 

After you start cooking on a common oven you feel its heat. 

A hundred experience boil and mature into a new delicacy. 

We’ve worn and thrown away clothes from long shirts to bushcoats. 
We’ ve cooked and eaten what we have liked, each one - 
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probably a little deficient in vitamins, in parts - 

we’ ve walked quite far, considering our strength - 

and each one is used to a different style and pace. 

What is important is living movement, the flowing in of new blood. 
Time doesn’t stand still ; and we do not sit. 

Even if there’s rain there’s no law that a rainbow must follow. 
The wheel of night and day has firm pegs of defeat and triumph. 
Anyone may give in his name for the tournament. 

They also can enjoy the fun who stand and watch. 

Those that win get the silver shield. 

The losers possess the right, of course, 

To measure the winners and share 

The experience of the world. 
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EARTH : SKY 


Mark the movement of every atom. But do not try 
To write its history now. Carve not its course 
Yourself. Let it drink the freedom of the open sky 
To the dregs. Free are the doors of the universe. 


Let it take to its wings. Let stars be the target. 

Both the banks let it embrace and flow beyond. 

Is the river dry ? Why, from its bed will stretch 

The tongue of the spring. Heaven will take it by the hand. 


Kiss and fondle. Lowered to the earth, the child 
Will play in the mother’s lap. And day will dawn 
To meet her fair sun-flower face. Rain 

Falls not equally on all. Plough the field. 


Farth’s magnetic centre is the home of love ; 
Sense-defying the touch of the sky. Full clouds float above. 


* 
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ROMANCE AND LOVE 


The prime of youth, heavy with the greenest green - 

a red rose-bud whose lips are tight with containing laughter - 
young blood bursting into a mad fountain all through - 

a hundred raging, mad elephants dashing against the night sky - 
in the bosom of the deepest dark 

flash sex-consumed silver birds - 

the torrential river, consuming the rain impatiently, 

tumbles into the valley, and then flows 

to thrill the patient earth - 

then the three worlds are struck dumb ! 

The earth parched in all its vastness lies, 

while love’s peace reigns supreme in the round eyes 

of flowers from a hedge of thorns - 

like the still lamp, its wick deep in oil, 

shines love, now turned to quietness and fruition - 

the wick’s tip bares its breast steady against the wind - 

the seed of light settling in the womb of darkness _ 

grows in nature, embracing the universe. 


*K 
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LISTENING TO BISMILLA’S SHEHANAI 


With one breath, bursting with green : raisin 2g 

hundred kinds of flowers of emotion 

and letting their subtle aroma drift over wind’s waves : 
listening intently to the seductive melody of desire : 
building for mind’s median point 

an arch of rainbow-dream and knitting 

earth and sky into one, touching life’s vitality : 

a lightning stirring within clouds to cause a rainfall, 
flooding melody and rhythm, embracing the sea. 

The pulse of the nebulae, crores of miles away, reach the ears : 
in sound’s thin hair, the earth swings, 

Swinging for the sun and the moon. 

The cave of the nether-world opens with a hundred skylights. 
The playing of shehanai ends; cutting the umblical cord, 

and the oyster shell of the sky splits, life opens its mouth ! 


* 
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A WELCOME SPEECH FOR THE NEW YEAR 


As always, 

the ritual calculation of stars and planets, 

the shaping of auspicious and inauspicious occasions, 

what sweet dishes do you offer us, Vishwavasu ? 

Tell me, what will you slice and scrape to make the salad ? 
What ingredients pestle and blend to make the chutney ? 
Boild what lentel to make our spicy guggri ? | 
On what live coal will you heat the happaja ? 

Never mind what you cook and serve in what dishes, 

we are hungry, waiting. 


For us, everyday is a fasting Shivaratri, 

every transaction between day and night, a Sankranti. 

Don’t give us false hopes 

by scattering glittering aniseeds in the sky : 

if you really mean to give us gifts, pour them into earth’s 
| 7 scooped saree 

so that life raise its head and stand upright with dignity ! 

we are well-fed, and yet starve, 

spent bachelors ! 

We trumpet to the world our religious tolerance 

but slide back into communal frenzy, 

ready to drift with the wind. 


Come, New Year, do not hesitate. 

You should know, we are famous hots, heroes in hospitality: 
We rig up a meeting in trice, noose the neck with garlands, 
clap thunderously unpaid ! 
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We smear the honey of non-violence on wounds, 

pour into words the sugar absent in the bazaar ! 

We are white-clad i gnoramuses, 

alchemists 

who can turn neem of our mind into Jaggery at tongue’s tip ! 
We dig the mine of untruth, bury in it the truth of gold. 
Well, with all this, we have survived. SO, come, 

boil this impure butter, filter it, 

and salvage ghee, if there is any : 

otherwise, punish us for our crimes. 

The honge, mango and neem 

Serve as mirthful refrain to the year’s spring, enthusing it. 
what sin have we committed ? 

The stem of the present sprouts out of past’s roots, 
grant us a future of flowers and fruits. 

We are famished. 


Anyway, Vishwavasu, having arrived at your time 

and adorned the dais, 

please chair it, 

facilitate our future activities. 

The corrupt earnings and manipulations 

of your distinguished predecessors in this chair 

have all been recorded and presented in the annual report ! 
No doubt, the items in the agenda for the future look heavy 
but there is a vote of thanks at the end, 

even some snacks, at least for some. 

To you 

and your family, 

our hearty welcome once again ! 


*K 


Note: The name of the New Year in question according to Hindu Calander 
is Vishwavasu 
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BENDRE AT SEVENTY 


Eyes flashing, head crammed with hundreds of creative ideas, 
nodding, giving melody to some inner voice, 

as if to move the earth to cascade with water - 

look, Bendre is here, riding on the breeze ! 

His playful hands matchng the wizardry of his words, 

he illuminates intantly within and without. 

He drinks up the sea to spew a mouthful of stars, 

in a wink solves riddles with riddles, 

a lightning wick for sky’s temple ! 

Twenty ? Seventy ? old age cannot catch him. 

His creative presence was bom with the pen-name Ambikatanayadatta. 
what does time mean to one dancing 

with the ritual basket on his head to mother’s glory ? 

Ripe kedige flower is he, 

with sharp-teethed swards. Beware of them but it never lacks 
in fragrance. Wherever he sets his foot is Sadhanakeni, 

and whatever he utters is sheer poetry ! | 


* 
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PEOPLE 


People have crowded the available roads 

both within and outside the city, looking up and down. 
At promising spots, they wait, for buses or promotions. 
Recalling all the items listed by the housewife, 

they rush helter-skelter crouching to stand and sit. 


When the bell rings for their stop, 

they rise, pressing their hands and tumble out. 

In between, there are casual encounters with others, 
the delivery of cliches, hands raised in farewell, 

as they leave, carrying sacks or grain and chaff. 


In the market, prices sky-rocket, 

but with the rotti must go brinjal curry, tender cucumber, 
not tasteless carrot but only onions. 

In the sweating red dust, there is the perfume of powder, 
Car, scooter, phat-phati, 

they all rush as if chased by a dog, but thist is routine. 
Dazzling neon lights wink their eyes here and there. 


Beedies and cigarettes emit smoke from craned necks. 
When eyes roam over every detail in the shop, 

they rest on the doll in the show-case shaking its head. 
Licking peppermints with their tongues, 

they return the way they came. 


Beneath blazing light, 
boys and girls walk briskly : 
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in the park the noise of sparrows, parrots and gorvankas. 
Inhaling fresh air in a relaxed style, pensioners move 
with slow steps, clutching sticks with question-mark handles. 
The radio in the hotel shreiks till its throat ruptures. 
They sip their customary single tea, then hurry home. 
If not, mosquitoes will attack when it gets darker. 
The torch switched on the cave in a dense forest, 
they drown carelessly in the well unobserved in the morning ! 
Rising in the morning, exposing the face to a razor before 

a mirror 
they go out in freshly pressed clothes after shave : 
‘‘All over the path, there are jali thorns.” 
People have trod on the available paths, 
Where is there an alternative path for me ? 


k 
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FAITH 


Endless, yet the sky has a shape. 
Blue, but there is scope fora game of hundred colours. 
Though I tread the earth, 

I perpetually play with its patterns. 
we are inseperable. 

Green all the day. 

But the twigs and boughs, 

After turning deep red in twili ght, 
Silhoutte against the sky’s quiet vastness, 
And the designs cuddle themselves 
Under the blanket of darkness - 
Being and yet not being. 

Suddenly in the night, becoming alive 
The sky lays its heart bare. 

When all are asleep, 

Itlovingly feels the earth 

and kisses it without waking it up. 

I have a dream at dawn, 

In the morning the sky brings 

The forgotten dream to my mind 
And while returning from a walk 

I relate it to my friends 

And it makes us laugh. 

And then I water the plants too. 


In autumn, while memories fade 


with each falling leaf, 
who sprout fresh leaves ? 
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when a storm blew 

raising dust sky-high 

And tiny drops splattered on doors and windows, 
who descended on the earth ? 

who, the next day, 

saw the blossoms on bushes, 

Smiled like a child, and walked away ? 
The quiet clear clouds sway 

And descend somewhere, 

lightning flashes often, 

And something shines in the heavens. 


At some vague moment 

I feel something inside me suddenly: 
From a rock on a hill 

Water springs like a fountain 

And flows somewhere, 

Days and nights slip away 

Sucking something from me everyday ; 
Wandering elsewhere 

They stealthily build a hive 

And ask me to fetch the honey 

And make me labour. 

The beehive thrills 

But there is no room for haste. 

Not water that quenches thirst, 

Nor liquor to intoxicate, 

It must be dripped drop by drop 

On the palm, lapped up and enjoyed fully 
With eyes closed and then opened gently. 


My faith is asky, 
True, it has neither roots nor base, 
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However tall I grow, 

I cannot reach it: 

Ihave only seen it from afar. 

Not touched and felt it. 

Even if I walk upright 

Without lifting my eyes, 

It is forever over my head. 

During the day, I show indifference to the sky. 
Itis enough if we are engrossed 

in our lives and it is saved the Worry. 

Even when power supply breaks down 

And in fear we sit yawning 

In the flickering light of the candles, 
Countless are the stars that twinkle in the sky. 


* 
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THE TWO BANKS 


Beneath the matted hill, 

Beyond the snows, 

The ghost hides in the seven valleys, 
Springing from the deep underworld, 
smelling the soil, 

Crushing the udders of the cloud, 
Lapping up the daylight, 

wrestling and grappling with the dark night, 
joined by a hundred 

Unknown gushing streams and creeks, 
Swollen, dashing against town after town, 
The fresh water driving out the old, 
Enfolding both the banks in rage, 
Muddied, stretching the hands 

Even for motionless trees and plants, 
Turning, rolling and twisting 

And polluted, 

But now the waters have 

Slowly become clear. 


The pink light dropping in the west 
splashes go!den light in the east. 

If the shore on this side is real, 

Can the other shore be unreal ? 

Even if we can swim, 

Are we sure of reaching the other shore? 
Now and then, 

The rainbow builds a bridge 

Between the earth and the sky. 
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Dashing against the banks of joy and grief, 
swaying in the tides, 

Turning into a cradle 

For victory and defeat, 

Pushing waters to garden plots on either side, 
It flows. 


Craving the pumpkin afloat 
Many a home has sunk and risen, 
Between the two banks, 

Injured and exhausted. 

Is life then a wonder 

Between sleep and waking ? 


When looked inside, some blood and flesh, 
_ Some bones, for yesterday and tomorrow. 
Do all the writings and scribblings 

Of all the ages turn to nothing ? 

In the old age a harlot, they say, 

become devout ! 


The legs have sunk into the sandy shore. 

In the distant grove 

Koels are singing lullabies. 

Roaring waters before us - 

Tempt and attract. 

Unfettered verse has stretched 

Its long arms to the horizon. 

Gaping wide, its intent is to quaff the sea, 

To hold and churn it, 

To dive deep and plunder all the pearls. 

The boats have set sail between the two banks. 
The eels flash in water ; blue mountain ranges far away. 


K 
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NEELAMBIKE* 


l 


Neelambike arrived, bearing a pot 

filled to the brim with gentle humility 

To Kalyana’s courtyard, 

Sprinkling it with water for decor. 

She drew on it the Rangoli of mental equanimity, 
incense lit both within and without, 


and a steady lamp on the threshold 
constantly trod by feet. 


“s 


The great lady from the Mahamane 

unrolled on the floor spotless silk cloth, 
flashed the contented smile 

reserved for offering Dasoha. 

Everywhere bands of holy mendicants, 

fully satisfied, sang her praise and blessed her, 
as the treasure of Bhakti 

suffused its moonlight. 


3 


When told that lord’s hand hurt in robbing, 
she voluntarily gave away her ornaments - 
She wore the jewelery of mystic experience 
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and put it into practice. 

She became Basava’s supporting shadow 

and shone as a ring on his finger, 

Blossoming in the linga 

She became a perfumed flower for its worshipping. 
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He never uttered a word about what pained him, 
never asked his wife for help, 

and left just like that 

to the bustle of Kalyana. 

Come, the waters of Kudala have flowed 

and become limpid and pure. 

As Neelambike’s memory stirred in him, 

he asked that she be fetched fast to Sangama. 
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On her palm, 

Basava’s image took shape: 

She pointed to the linga 

the game played by Basavayya; 

duality between the here and the there dissolved, 
the two united on her palm, 

Isn’t being here the same as being there ? 
Movementis the governing principle of the universe. 


6 


As the Mahalinga shone 

in Neelambike’s stand, 

as Basavanna’s vessel of Bhakti 
washed the feet of Lord Sangama, 
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becoming wind in the wind ; 

the great illumination came ; 

melting in the Pranalinga, 

the blue sky was filled with lightning. 


Ok 


Note: This is one of Kanavi’s most lyrical pieces, and is almost impossible 
translate. But it is too important a poem to be excluded from a 
reasonable anthology of his poetry. Part of the difficulty lies in t 
profound simplicity of the language, and part of it lies in its allusivene 
It is suffused with the Veerasaiva ritual and philosophy, and also w 
references to the life of Basava, the great socio- religious reformer 
twelfth century Karnataka. Neelambike was Basava’s wife. Stanza 3 ref 
to the episode in his life when Lord Siva came in the guise of a thief 
steal Neelambike’s ornaments. Basava, knowing this, advised her 
part with them voluntarily since lord’s hand would be hurt in the eff 
to snatch the ornaments! Linga is the phallic symbol of Siva. Kalya 
was a principality where Basava served as a minister in charge of treasu 
Kudala is the place where Basava realised union with Siva. Dasoha 
the institution in which a Veerasaiva shared his earning in excess of |] 
needs, with the community. Jangama is that which is always in moti 
and its contrast. Sthavara, is that which never moves. 
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SHADOWS ACROSS THE CITY 


In the scorching noon, 

I hunt for shadows. 

The umbrella I carry has grown hot, 

become a burden, bored stiff. 

They have slashed pell-mell the branches 

of trees standing along side-walks, 
flaunting their cool hands - 

perhaps to make way for electric cables ! 

On one side, the shadow has fallen 

in disarray on a fence. 

They have generously 

Piled fire-wood, 

after axing the trees 

grown tall through all these days, 

unfurling their umbrellas of branches, 

turning immortal - 

Why have they done this ? Because the trees obstruct 

or the cattle huddle under them 

or the roads demand widening ! 

All over the garden stand | 

borders of shrubs with their bob-cut hair ! 

The shadows fall on the ground, making leprous spots. 

The long tar road burns hot. 

It has hundreds of horns, 

and those taking its straight paths 

must move aggressively, in deed and word 

I remember when I was young, 
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We played marbles in the shade of a banyan tree 
on the outskirts of my village, 

and often got punished for defeat, 

our fingers bled as they pressed to the ground - 
clasping each other in combat 

we cried as our shirts got torn. 

Yet joy overflowed then. 

I remembered all this 

as | sauntered through the city’s crowds, 
chasing shadows, 

walking on the city’s sizzling, coiling 
neck--craning and hazardous roads ! 


*K 
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DEEPAVALI 
l 


Here and there, patches of yellow in green grass : 

in the fields, paddy stalks bend and sway in the wind. 
They sparkle in the sun. 

In the sky, the swati clouds retreat after raining ; 

on the horizon, the setting sun blazes : 

a star here and a star there, open their curious eyes. 
Then Deepavali arrives, wearing a veil of white mist ! 


2 


Wheat samplings sprout, full-grown ears of maize nod their heads. 
Huchellu flowers border the green with their gold. 

The cattle wend their way home, fed, chewing cud : 

on the pond’s bank, white birds wing away skyward : 

in the dusk, chasing away bats, 

Deepavali alights on paper-lanterns, hanging 

in front of every house. 
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On the grassy ground, sky-jasmine lie scattered, 

yellow honnavare, adike flowers, goratige and mari gold, blossom; 
along the fence, white, yellow, red, violet, and blue flowers : 
children chase in play butterflies among them ; 

Sparrows return to nest countless times, io feed the young : 
Deepavali arrives, lovingly, grooming the wings of the young to fly ! 
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Clearing nooks and corners of cobweb, dirt and cockroaches , 
white-washing and painting, easing old pillows into new covers , 
bundling useless odds and bits in a corner, 

mailing readymade greetings to friends, 

gazing an alluring woman on the front cover of the special number, 
smiling gently, Deepavali finds joy in what it has 


5 


Sweating in fields, factories, mills and offices, 

donning the blood-red vermillion mark of strikes, protests, 
murders, robberies and fatal accidents : escaping the inevitable 
fracas of Vidhana Soudha, resisting defections. 

going its own way, 

Deepavali seeks oil-lamps amidst broken, stone-pelted street lights! 


6 


Like a son-in-law visiting his father-in-laws’s place often, 

like a friend demanding tea at every visit, 

like the readers’ complaints repeated every day in the papers, 
like a milk bottle sliding in,even before the threshold is washed. 
like a new edition of poetry re-issued after a long lapse of time. 
Deepavali arrives in its own time ! 


ne 
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A SPARROW 


Behind the painting hung on the wall 
A sparrow builds a nest. 

And makes it soft 

with pieces of cotton, grass and twine. 
The timid creature 

Has two little wings of confidence. 
She comes into the kitchen 

For grains of rice 

And flies out of the window 

To gather worms and insects, - 

( This vegetarian ) 

Comes back again in haste 

And rushes out again. 

On her way back, she perches 

on the window bar 

and watches, as she turns her head 
Right and left. 

She dashes in again to the baby bird 
Who is crying out in hunger. 

How can I keep count 

Of her coming in or going out ? 


As I keep on watching her 
The little form of the sparrow disappears 
Leaving me to contemplate 
The eternal springs of maternal love. 
*K 
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UMBRELLA 


We open the umbrella 
against sun and rain, 
against dirt that cars 

of rich men squirt; 

or, to hide ourselves 
from those we oppose. 

In short, to meet the need 
of the passing hour. 


In clumsy attempts 

to offer unasked shade, 

we poke it 

into a stranger’s head ; 

or admire the flowery spread 
over a woman’s head, 

And, of course, her lilty tread. 


The white umbrella of the emperor 
we set on fire; 

or in procession go, 

holding umbrella and fan 

over the particular god 

in the temple palanquin. 


As time passes, 
we fold it and hold it, 
each according to his taste, 
to drive away a dog, 
or for use 
as a walking stick. 
*K 
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THE HUMAN CREATURE 


Though it has similar-sized two legs, its walk falters, 
hands waving to empty wind, face focused on the belly ; 
around the waist, the grinding rope tied to a bullock : 
cleverness residing in the rest of its body ; 

it bends as its back is broken but straightens in a chair. 
After writing, scratching its head, it simply passes, 

then slumps on the mat, baring its teeth for no reason ! 
scheming inwardly, it plaits smoothly the rope for the net, 
it weaves words without thread on aloom 

and on the loom of words it weaves a gold-braided saree 
of dream, wraps it, sees it, kisses it, struggles and suffers ; 
there is light when it wakes up; when it is doing nothing, 

a worry eats it away within and without. 

The splendour of a rainbow in a bubble. It shifts 

from earth to heaven in a leap: for how many days 

should it bare its body to the whiplashes of Durgamurgis ? 


He who is nota rishi, can he compose poetry ? 

Let’s get prepared a panpatti, eat and feel high. 

Flattery and dog’s barking have little difference. 

It has to act, even while standing, make a joke of its stumbling. 
Finding solitude boring, it pairs with a lame or a blind one, 
and, in the dark, it becomes a one-wheeled cart, its axle gone. 
Squatting on anybody’s front veranda, indulging in idle talk, 
claiming some false kinship, after climbing the roof, 

it kicks away the ladder. 

An oppurtunist, it is ready, 
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if need be, to become a hotel waiter or a politician. 
If not, it sits in dharani, shouting slogans. 

linking hook to hook, it wears round its neck a chain 
and walks on. Finding no place in a Zoo, 

it returns to remain outside it ! 


Note: The term, Rishi, is a Sanskrit word from Sanskrit proverb which defines 
a poet. It has no English equivalent, and it may be roughly rendered as 
one who is inspired, ore who has inner, spiritual prowess or simply as 
one who is a sage. Panpatti, of course, refers to an Indian post-meal 
digestive, made up of arecanut, betel leaves and spices. 
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WHO BOTHERS, BROTHER ? 


They sink there and rise here, 
rising, they flourish, breaking every rule - 
~ who bothers, brother ? 


They eavesdrop and spread rumours, 
they hit to see what happens, kick and runaway - 
who bothers, brother ? 


They praise you to your face, stab you behind your back, 
bite you off screen, raise the curtain to show off - 
who bothers, brother ? 


They scratch their head, pose as artists, 
forget the ground beneath, parade for a price, 
who bothers, brother ? 


They cast their net to catch, throw away in a basket, 
let things rot unused, grow pot-bellies - 
who bothers, brother ? 


They thump tables, , smash mikes, 
demand garlands, indulge in fun - 
who bothers, brother ? 


_ They collect public funds, embezzle money, 
stage-manage revolts, all a purposeless waste - 


who bothers, brother ? 
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They fold hands in reverence, fuel feuds. 

follow the powerful with flattery, climb higher - 

who bothers, brother ? 

They babble endlessly, smash coconuts before gods, 
fawn without shame, grab the chair - 

who bothers, brother ? 


They stop trains, break street-lights 
hurl stones, concoct false allegations - 
who bothers, brother ? 


They nurture nothing, they gobble up everything, 
leaving not a morsel for the food-growers - 
who bothers, brother ? 

All advisors, no followers, 

who is there to listen to life’s one-string song - 


in spite of all this, who bothers brother ? 


sk 
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THE DEATHLESS TRUTH 


Nothing would put you to shame. 

You have no rules, no timings, no routine, nothin g. 

While playing, you trip our legs: challenge us in between. 

like a cart losing its axle 

in its mad rushing forward. The opened eyes 

gaze at naked, wide plain. Robbery in broad daylight ; 

Behind and in front, the vigil of a kite’s shadow. 

The visage no longer recognisable. even a bit. 

When I see you through somebody, 

there’s the same pain, sorrow, 

and the same everything ; 

and the pleasure of joining torn thread, 

the twining and weaving, gently bent, on a spinning wheel 
and the loom. 


Beyond the curtain of oblivion, a forest-path, 

far from time’s measurement. 

When the curtain is raised, you are suddenly close, cruel ! 
Climbing the rope of birth, there is something unique in its own way. 
When you touch, an experience of directness. 

May be, it’s natural for you; the tantalising taste on the tongue 
of something offered only to be suddenly snatched away. 
May be, it’s natural for you, a sort or fun. 

For us, a sudden fear. 

Losing everything, truth is what survives and survives not. 
Dried leaf, withered flower, overripe fruit - 

sprout, bud, unripe fruit - the eyes opened to them. 
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When worms bore through them and the storms shake them down, 
they are dust again ! 

The dawn wombing out of the mist, 

the mounting heat at noon, 

and the evening, descending, limping, slipping; 

the truth immortal, unsheathed, naked and sharp weapon. 

All day, a crowd of bats topsy-turvy. 

What has to be gulped is bitter pill. 

Like a bubble caught in a whirlpool, 

sinking and then rising, is our last moment ! 


ne 
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“LISTEN TO ME, | AM TELLING YOU” 


For God’s sake, why do you spread false news ? 
Honestly, nobody threw chappals at me in the recent meeting. 
J am speaking absolute truth ! 

Even if they did, I never saw it. 

This is the really real truth. 

No. they didn’t hit me at all. 

Please don’t believe what they say. 

simply because it appears in the papers. 

Read the stuff and then consign it to flames. 

Are these paper-fellows, are they lily-white ? 

They announce the happening of what could have happened ! 
Never mind if it happened or not, it is news all the same. 
Yes, it is true that Isaw someone wave a black flag, 
because black stands out amidst white caps ! 

But what’s wrong with it ? 

wasn’t there a huge audience that day ? 

After all, my speech is not dirt-cheap, is it ? 

In such acommotion, 

don’t you think it is but natural 

if someone were to transfer what is on feet to the hand, 
and then transfer it from hand to the head ? 

If lam night, why all this hullabaloo 

about the chappals being aimed at me ? 


All right, granting that they threw chappals : 
why not assume that they were playing a game 
of throwing and catching chappals ? Tell me. 
You may insist 
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] was the target. 

may I then ask you a question ? 

Did they get the chappals specially made for them ? 

They were bought in some shop, 

and worn out after so many days’ walking, 

now apparently torn, and flung with force. All right. 

please, what is the point of taking out anger here 

whereas its cause lay elsewhere ? 

If they opened fire in Gujarat, why should they hiss angrily here ? 
The price-rise, the decline of self-respect and dignity 

and double-talk - 

they belong everywhere and still occur. 

Are they our exclusive property ? 

Look at Bihar, how they, sealing their lips with cloth bands, 
joining hands behind their back, took processions. 

Well, even the papers reported all this. 


Following them, we should shut our mouths and keep mum, 
and there lies smartness. 

Just one more word, please listen : 

the chappal-throwing is over - 


wouldn’t it be fair if they were presented with new chappals ? 
What do you say ? 
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GRASS 


The grass grown tall, stands 

sustained by gulping quickly July rain ! 

The slightest opening - 

a crack in the cement wall, a breach in the tar road - 
no matter how narrow the slit, suffices for it 

to emerge victorious 

with a boguet ! 

Hill, dune, plain - they are all its empire. 

you know how it invaded the backyard, 

and, as for the front -yard, every inch is leased by it ! 
In the flower garden, grass appears before time, 
camping with a tent, as if it were a special inviter, 
flinging its challenge at flowering trees, watered with care. 
Maybe due to seed’s toughness or earth’s hunger, 

it revives even after the ground has been grazed smooth by cattle. 
As we mercilessly mow it with a scythe, 

throw it out and breathe relieved, 

there it is again, sure enough, like tomorrow’s beard, 
ready for the blade ! 

It knows all about you, your name, what you are, — 
your job, your whole history ! 

Weed : the itching scabies but grass is 

the rainbow that 

shoots its arrow, with eyes shut, 

but who knows its resting place ? 

Well, here and there, shine 

rocky interludes like bald pates ! 

But wait and look carefully, 
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and you will see grass sleeping at their base ! 

It crosses the fence, conquers the garden, 

spreads below, tugging at our feet. 

when the crop of the lawn is trimmed, 

it stays happy on the side-lines 

but gradually comes round. 

The grass sprouting at rain’s call is all instinct, nature, 

While weeding grass, sowing and harvesting, is all civilization . 

The desert’s case is different ; no rain falls there - 

wait, dear sir, there far away is an oasis 

and you know why a camel dozes off there all alone? 
chewing cud! 
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THE JAWAR SPEAKS. ... 


Throughout the length and breadth of Belvala field, 

I stand to a man’s height, 

fanning out my feathers, 

I shall not fly away to the sky ! 

Nor shall I ever abandon him 

whose sweat falls on earth’s chest, 

and who readies the soil, sows and grows corn. 
Shrugging off my body, I rise to sky’s pearl-drops. 
After the earth round me has been ploughed, weeded, 
I grow inch by inch, sprout. 

Like a disciplined soldier I stand in line, 

raising a green flag to the red soil. 

Unsheathing myself, I become relieved, lightened 

by seegi full-moon day when food is offered to earth. 
Even if a bird pecks at me, 

I sway with ears of corn, without hurting it ! 

I bow before mother earth, without being a burden to her. 
I ripen from one to hundred to thousand 

into a tassel of grain-pearls. 

As the harvest song spreads, filtered by wind, 

I fall into harvest heaps. 

That very moment, I provide heaps of fodder for the cattle. 
Iam ground to flour to a bangled rhythm, 

and find myself as rotti on the palms of the poor ! 

As chilli powder, onions, curd and brinjal blend, 

I feed hungry bellies, fistful by fistful, 

Hearing the laments of those, deprived even of this, 
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Note: 


I bite my jws angrily in discomfort with a sigh. 

They alone know my true value. 

After filling your bellies why do you raise my price ? 
please, don’t hide me and hoard me, to rot and stink. 
please distribute me among all, don’t block. 

I am,after all, the temple of their god ! 


* 


The original title, Jolada Pali, is impossible to render in English. 
The Phrase has idiomatic meaning, and it roughly means repaying 
one’s debt. The poem also contains many terms from agrarian life 
and activities, which have no English equivalents. Hence, with the 
poet’s consent, the best thing to do was found to be a simple title. 
THE JAWAR SPEAKS ! 


INviTiING LiFe / 68 


REMEMBRANCE 


Long ago I wrote a poem on Gandhiji 
And thought 

I had done my best for him. 

But now 

He is a mere sound 

Beyond words, beyond meaning. 


His memory troubles me 

Again and again. 

Our haughtiness and defeat 

And our cruelty 

Unfold themselves. 

I get the feeling that someone 

Is pilfering the freedom he won for us 
To fill his own pockets. 


The Naokhali image 
Burst out of its frame, shattering the glass, 
as we indulge in frivolous games. 
It scours the streets and roads of Delhi, 
Turns its back on the mighty mansions of ministers, 
And with a wet lump of earth on its stomach 
Is lost in the slums of untouchables 
Ina far-away village. 


And we, mere men, 

certify him a mahatma or a mad man, 
And return io the prison 

of our homes 

whose gates never open ! . 
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DHWANI - DANI* 


From dawn to dawn, million sounds rise and fall. 

Every season has its own ethos. 

We see but do not hear many sounds. 

Bereft of deep experience, we are pieces 

of a chain, unlinked to what is behind and what comes after ! 


The sweet, innocent voice of children, 

the magnetic force between mother and child, through the age - 
the occasional sigh of despair, seeping through life’s cracks - 

the ramming sound of wind and rain, the groan of a rolling train - 
the thundering crash of waterfall, the open plain listening in silence. 


The warm sound of friends, meeting, the overflowing joy, 
the clattering din of a covered bullock-cart on the road, 
the thud of the horse pulling a tonga on the tar road, 

the sparrow chirping in its nest in the scorching noon sun 


The wind whistling through the trees before the break of a storm, 
the voice of a forgotten friend on the phone,, anxious to meet - 

the contented smile of a family member returning home - 

the whirr of the wings of multi-coloured birds flying over the fence. 


The free, subtle, rhythmic breathing of a sleeping baby, 

the noise of the drizzle outside at night, 

the teacher’s voice dinning arithmetics into children upstairs, 
to avoid wasting time, the needles knitting a woollen siurt. 
the heart-beats of lovers piercing the silence of words ! 
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The waves of the sea retreating slowly after dashing against the shore 
the smaller waves in the pond rippling into decorative bangles, 

the ears eavesdropping on neighbour’s private wrangles, with pearl- 
nng: 

the cacophony of kites and crows crowding the whole sky, 

the zeal of harvesting peasants, their voice in the fields, 

the mooing of a calf ; in the kitchen, 

the hopeful clinking of plates and tumblers, 

the waking after siesta to the symphony of Cups, Saucers and tea ! 
while reading relaxed on the bed, the swish of pages turned, 

behind the rapt singer, the drone of the tamboura, 

the voice of life rising from the plucked nerves. 


The sea’s eternal murmering and rolling, 

the roar of thunder again in the sky, 

where is the echo of my inner voice, plucked in solitude ? 
In the ebb and flow of world’s din, 

I remain voiceless ! 


Note: _It is impossible to convey through translation the metaphysical 
Implication of the title. The title echoes the metaphysical distinction 
drawn by the great Veerasaiva mystic and metaphysician of 12" 
century Karnetaka, Allama Prabhu, between Dhwani, the more 
fundamental and timeless voice of imperishable truth and Dani, the 
voice belonging to the mundane and transient world of everyday. 
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| DO NOT INTEND TO WRITE A POEM 


I do not intend to write a poem right now, 

I am off to the office, after a meal, in a hurry, 
By bus if I get one, or slowly on foot, 
Holding tight to my coat and trousers, 

Now loose. There is fresh pain 


In my right ankle, though the wound healed 

Years ago. The watch given to me at my wedding 
Needs repairs now and then, but its delicate machine 
Holds me by its magic. As J take the road 


Boffaloes, the pride of our town, cross my way, 
Urinating, defecating, their happy tails 

In constant motion, and spring laughs 

In the roadside trees, sharing the joy of children 
on their way to school, slipping 

Through bicycles, cars and scooters, 

Carrying bagfuls of books on their shoulders. 


At the office, tables and chairs : following 

The procedures, files : replies to letters ; circulars ; 
Heaps of notes and comments, complaints on the phone. 
The orderly progress knotted by red taped problems ; 
The rhythmic tread of typewriters heard 

Above the din and noise ; in the end 

The outward despatch, signed from top to bottom. 

( How could the job be left unfinished? ) 
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The evening approaches ; I Straighten my back 

And float towards light and air, in the open. 

Cows returning home, chewin g their cuds ; 

Song from transistor radios han ging 

From the young shoulder : 

Sweat on the forehead of women crushed 

By loads of firewood ; shadows descending from the hills : 
A line of silver birds drifting in the mid-sky 

Floating with unforgettable memories. 

On the playgrounds, it is all cricket. 


As I climb the house-steps, I turn round, to see 
The red of daily toils dying in the sky ; 

A couple of dim stars just risen, 

Motionless birds in the nests above. 

What have I accomplished today ? 

What acts of heroism ? 

The endless task of yoking yesterday 

With today, finding answers for tomorrow’s challenges ? 
This is the way we go round and round, in circles. 
The world’s labour finds its rhythm in metres, 
Emerging from blank verse, treading softly 

In the freedom of free verse. 


*k 
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ANTS 


So tiny, 

these creatures ; from boyhood 

they have homed in my eyes. 

No matter where they are, they remain silent. 

Right now, coming out of their hide-outs in a hurry, 

airing their limbs, 

sniffing and sensing hurdles 

and crossing them, 

amidst all these footfalls, they go on making their own path. 


Red ants, 

black ants, they regiment themselves 
into armies, though sometimes 

they disband. And yet soon 

re-form into rows of comraderie ! 
Scurrying in a hurry 

across houses, threshoulds and streets, 
they run everywhere. 

whom will they attack next ? 


Would it be an anthill or insects in the garden 
or the honeyed pollen of flowers or the 
stored grain to feed themselves ? 

or to seek a new home to live, 

boring through earth, 

adding bits of soil to each other 

to build a palace for their queen? 
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or 
to battle their enemy ? 

They cart away carcases : 

carrying white eggs one by one 

they journey far away. 

But man priding on being the lord 

Over eightyfour lakh beings, 

is humbled by their bite in secret spots ! 


*k 
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THE LAST MOMENTS OF MANU * 


For the last five or six days, 

I have been terribly upset. 

Manu, frolicking endlessly 

Following me against my wish, wagging his tail, 
sniffing the road ahead, is suddenly lying down sick. 
At first I thought this was the usual winter practice 

of curling himself in warmth, after clearing the ground, 
and so I didn’t worry. 

But then no matter who went near him, he never lifted his eyes, 
didn’t bark, and all of asudden 

lapsed into silence. 


Stretching long its neck, refusing to touch food or water, 

he slept, showing no sign of life. 

I was stunned cold. 

On every lip, the same question : “What is wrong with Manu ?” 
The administered medicine, offered milk,bubbled out of his mouth. 


Just for a moment, if only he could find voice 

to pour out all his pain ! 

Even in this state, if one went closer, 

he would open his eyes gently 

as if he held his very life in those eyes, 

rolling his pupils, surveying everyone, 

with acool, grateful look ! 

A few days back, in the evening the unusual 

conjuncture of moon and shukra appeared and then vanished. 
the wick in the earthen lamp began to shrink, 
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But where did that blue sapphire light go ? 

How did it pierce the darkness and escape ? 

To which corner of the sky did it flee to become a star, 
after abandoning the earthen wick on earth ? 


To whom shall I narrate the saga of his mighty deeds ? 
Anyway, what is the use of narrating it ? 

Ours was an unbroken life-link of eight years - 

its memory sprouts like a jasmine sampling, and then flowers ! 
This wind wanders eternally through earth and sky 

as the breath of everyone, an unobtrusive presence, 

has wafted the fragrance of countless such lives 

but how many such as manu’s life ? 

The flowers on the earth, the stars in the sky, 

they alone can yield an answer freely ! 


*K 


Note: | Manu was the poet’s pet dog which had been the darling of the whole 
household. 
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THE DESERT SINGS * 


In Russia’s Kharkoum desert, 

the sands are said to sing ! 

This was in the papers the other day. 
When the tempestuous winds blow, 
plucking the strings of rising sand-waves, 
it sounds sometimes like wailing ! 


Hard and hazardous the search for the secrets of the desert, 
ithas been burning or biting cold for centuries 

Riding all alone a camel, 

moving and swaying backward and forward, 

one may parhaps sight an oasis. 

(or else quench one’s thirst with water 

scooped out of the camel’s back ) 


The wild creature can be tamed and reared. 

Patient though stubborn, and yet obedient, 

it may attack the rider even unprovoked 

as he tries to mount it from behind, doubling his knees, 
it might kick him front and back. 

It may bite whatever is close at hand. 

But once it lets you mount, 

this ship of the desert will sail, 

Closing its eyes in concentration, 

beneath the sun, moon and the stars ! 


As the desert sings in that desert land, 
bottled up human emotions, buried beyond expression, 
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may burst out - a fountain of dreams, 

escaping the machines, may sprout 

with a smiling face. 

This behaviour of the desert, the scientists suspect, 
may be a harbinger of earthquakes ; 

and yet proliferate nuclear weapons ! 


*k 


Note: This poem was prompted by a newspaper report. 
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LIVING WITH LIZARDS 


Do they fear none, 

these lizards ? 

As they recklessly run up the walls, 

fear no place ? 

Occassionally, losing balance, 

they plop to the floor, 

but manage to scurry soon and hide 

behind doors, windows and wardrobes. 

Soon later, 

unseen, they climb to re-claim their own place. 


In naked daylight, they hunt across the wall, 

looking a picture scribbled on it. 

Watchful from a distance, inching slowly, 

twisting their tails, shaking them 

in the air, deliberating, 

they catch in a flash and pulp victims with figény tongues. 


After sundown, they retire 

to some corner to rest, 

and, relaxed, click their tongues, 

as the destitute see and read omens, 

fora living ! 

When a lizard falls on them, people rush to ntual calendars ! 


They run fast, beyond the reach of our hands, 
and when their tails are cut 
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caught in the hinges of a door, 

we can watch their tails sprout again. 
The lizards survive. 

No doubt we find them repulsive, 

and yet manage to live with them. 

No rewards are offered 

for catching them. 

No need to add that killing them is sin ! 


ok 


CHANNAVEERA KANaVI/ 81 


THE DEATH OF THE ELDERS 


Oh death! All turmoil filtered down, 

crystallised into silent suffering, 

as if the sky came down within earth’s reach, 

an experience of having everything but the emptiness 
of lacking the most important thing. 

Though their bodies are emaciated, the elders, 
brimming with life, offer us protection. 

The eyes in the small room roam everywhere, 

giving us the confidence of having squeezed 

the universe into a sparrow’s nest, 

the feeling of avoiding the orphan’s fate, 

and the brooding over right-wrong 

Making a pact with death, these elders, 

fathers and mothers, ready for their turn, 

have kept us away from death’s reality. 

Now its hot wind touches us, but we are ready, 

our burden lightened by their death. 

They invested life with value by living, 

reputed to be strong, give us food for our life’s journey ! 


*K 
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ZINNIA 


So many, you can count them one by one 
They put on paired, wing-like leaves, 

and branch out into several stems, 

rising upright, stalk after stalk, 

flowering with flourish at the tips. 


b) 


Ringed round by petals, 

right at the very centre, 

a mine of seeds, a riot of round pollens, 
itis a joyous lighting of an oil lamp. 


Not a wee bit hurt 

by the breeze blowing, 
they never bend nor quiver 
and drop down withered. 


When a butterfly playfully 

lands on them 

the flowers, seeing it, 

nod their heads. 

They never need daily watering, 
never spread any fragrsance, 

and their flamboyant colour and hardiness 
Capture our eyes. 

They challenge the poetic convention 
that flowers must be fragile. 

What say you to this ? 


of 
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FLOWERS TURN SUNWARD 


Flowers turn sunward, 

Our way is only moonward - 

The sun comes out like a new born baby 
From the depths of the ocean 

which whisks him away each day. 


All matter he dissolves in the 
Crucible of the earth, leaves 
Each with its good and bad 
And solves the puzzle. 


Leaves when they sprout 

And when they fall, have joy - 

Who is the aritst who sits and where - 
And wonderment on the earth ! 


From within the womb of the sun — 
Springs the cool southern wind - 
That moment will surely come 
Which will soothe the suffering lived. 


If you walk to the rhythm of the earth, 
Words will place themselves in right order 
And the poem comes to life in the 

Light of the mystery of the universe. 


*k 
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LOVE - RELATIONSHIPS 


The rare skill of the heart 
to keep and not lose love-relationships, 
and the values of life, the struggle to live as community - 
can life ripen without them, as if by a door opening and shutting ? 
Our words are opaque even to ourselves - 
where then are our means of communication ? 
Sweating for words, repairing broken bridges, we cross. 
And that’s enough dialogue and communication, . 
love embodied as deed becomes silent. 
The word then is like the light of an oil-wick. 
The expression of joy is the strength of free relationships. 
spontaneous, unthought, uninvited, 
all by themselves, occur daily routines of companionship. 
With open arms, love-relationships raise the fallen, embracing . 
Knowing full well our imperfections, we happily live with them 
to the end. 
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THE ANGUISH OF A LITTLE BIRD 


Lonce saw alittle bird, slightly bending, its beak long, 

its colour light green, straining its neck 

inside a tiny nest, hanging like a baby’s purple cap 

from a branch of a pomegranate tree in my backyard garden. 
[ had passed that way often, scarce noticing the skill of it. 
Why, I wondered. 

I don’t know what the bird felt 

as it suddenly got out, 

jumped into the wind, 

making “Pitic, Pitic” sound, 

and then flew away. 

Inside the nest, down-soft cotton; Outside, the deft weaving 
of twigs into a tiny nest; whenever the bird sat inside, 
[looked in, without disturbing it, and felt happy. 


Once when I casually peeped into the nest, 

I saw two little eggs in faded red. 

(Icarry still my childhood curiosity.) 

After two days later, I found the eggs mottled. 

[used to think the bird caught worms and insects, 

but was wonder struck to see its beak suck honey from flowers ! 
(A sight that made me forget the butterflies for a while !) 
Days and nights flew, winged by the bird. 

Then I saw the eggs burst open into lumps of flesh. 

Only their large eyes shone, as the young ones grew older. 
I pictured inyself their chirpy noise 

and their mother’s feeding click-click. 
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One afternoon, after meal, I dozed, a book in hand. 

Outside my window, the chir-chir, chiv-chiv sound ! 

[rose in haste towards the pomegranate tree. 

The nest was on the ground, torn to shreds. 

I lifted it gently and found the little ones had vanished. 

There was a crow on the tree opposite, Swallowing something. 

and polishing its beak. The small bird continued to sorrow click-click. 
Red pomegranate flowers lay scattered on the green carpet below! 


*K 
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THE SUN IS BEHIND US 


The sun is behind us, 

that is why we can go forward with quick steps, 

as we walk on our own shadow. 

When the sun is above our head, 

somewhat exhausted holding our head between our hands, 
we hurry in search of shade. 


The sun descends before our very eyes. 
The shadow moves aside, making way for us. 
We move forward, turning our heads back again and again. 
Though hidden behind the clouds, the sun scatters 
his green light in valley, hills and fields, 
~ in ponds full of water, in streams in full flow. 


He kisses his own reflection lovingly 

and, before setting, fills the sky with fire-works, 
exploding red flowers, © 

and sliding in silence, 

carries away with him our shadow ! 


The affluent switch on electric lights, light gas stoves, 
and sit in style before their TV sets. 
The poor light their kerosene lamps with matches, 


light the kitchen fire and watch the shadows on the wall. 
Confident of sun’s coming back, kissing sleep, 

they agonise when sleep does not come, 

Turned bold by the Gurkha’s staff hitting the ground, 
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they roll to one side. 

In the chilly night., 

doesn’t sun’s memory keep us warm ? 

In lanes and bylanes, light floods its warmth 
painting red both birth and death. 

We are glad at the sight of the green grass 
when the blue sky holds a mirror to the sea - 
into its heart, the sun goes down to rest ! 


ok 
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THE CHAMELEONS 


The chameleons scurry suddenly 

in trees, plants and fences : 

swell their blood-red necks, staring suddenly. 

( They say it’s not true that they suck human blood. ) 

In the mating season, the male flaunts unusual colours : 

the legs black at the tip, loud red and yellow on upper side, 
the back like a saw, and a tuft on its head ! 

Obtusely they show off their acrobatics 

in the presence of their hideous females. 

May be this could be to warn their rivals. 


Can they be real chameleons ? Perhaps not. 

They are not a breed that show themselves to all and sundry. 
They live in lush gardens and groves. 

If by mistake, they come down into the street, 

they wear a look of helplessness. 

Unable to flee immediately. unmoving, but later 

with slow steps they go in any direction, with backward glances 


Of course, they may get caught by chance. 

When we let them back into a tree, instantly they vanish, 
cheating our sharpest eyes ! 

They need no curtain 

behind which to change their colours. 

Flattening their bodies, gum themselves to leaves and barks : 
without being seen, despite our seeing ! 
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Generally speaking, all animals have sights 

very much like ours - one direction at one time : 

the chameleon’s are different ; 

one eye on you, and the other 

turning round to see in another direction ! 

when a fly or an insect fly close and sit, 

their twin eyes whirl round suddenly, like a telescope 
measure the distance, stretch their tongues 

as long as their bodies, and gobble up. 

This is their uniqueness, like the changing of colours. 
Yes, there is a third important uniqueness. 

Curling their tails under their bodies, coiling 

them round the branch on which they squat. 

making their position secure, beyond challenge ! 


9 


They are not very poisonous creatures, claims one party. 
Need I say that you all know 

there is a considerable gap between vedanta and practice. 
Suppose we could find and catch all of them, 

put them in a cage. It would be difficult to feed them. 

Do you ask me why ? Because their food 

is the flies and insects that move freely in the open. 


*K 


Notes: vedanta refers to theory or prescription and is differentiated from 
practice. 
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POETRY 


When we talk of night 

and of the stars twinkling in it, 

we mean that light opens its mouth 
and that the stars converse 

without their lips touching each other - 
poetry cocks its ears to listen to it. 


In the dim light, 

mountain peaks whirl like tops 

and go to sleep, rooted to the spot. 
Trees and plants frolick freely in the sky 
and return to doze off. 

Waiting in its hide-out, 

poetry watches wide-eyed. 


Streams and rivers flow endlessly, 

crossing and befriending the sea : 

lightning flashes and the sky thunders. 

poetry echoes the voice of the cluster of clouds 
which quicken the soil to blossom. 


Blossoms, too, the smile of flower-fresh children ; 

the fish re-surface in the pond ; 

for the sweat flowing from the bodies, bent and ploughing, 
poetry catches the corn-pearls 

and glitters ! 
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When hunger invades the garbage bin, 

picks up things carefully with deliberation, 

the minister wallows in wealth and office - 

then poetry bites its lips, hanging its head in shame ! 


Towards many goals, there are many roads, straight 
and crooked, 
as one overtaking loses direction, 
ending in an accident, poetry, missing rhythm, 
becomes a broken human image ! 


When the stone-dancers, sculpted 

with penetrating eye, come alive, 

accompanied by the orchestral frenzy, 

and as music fades, poetry slips in slowly, on a single string ! 


At the heart of a vast open plain,a hill 

and, on it, the massive monolith of Gomata; 
from earth to sky, 

poetry lives stark naked ! 


*K 
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SOUND - SILENCE 


Clamouring “I” and “You” with glee, rushing out, 
innocent words rise from my heart’s depth- 

did they give diacritical marks to emptiness 

and pulled it down ? 

Victims of ego-obsession, 

words from the heart, crushed between stones and bricks, 
caught in the wheel 


of the chariot running blind-fold, 

and, screaming ; the darkness 

spreading in broad daylight ; 

Did they get squashed by the feet of evil spirits 
and end up as a bloody mess? 

or 

did they mourn to see 

the holy sages and mendicants, 

stabbing the navel with the om-sounding conch, 
tearing out intestines, shouting in triumph ? 


Oh Allah ! The poetry of love and friendship 
was wholly sacrifised 

in the fire-ritual of revenge ! 

In the stench of smoke of burning ghee of sanity, 
there was no room for breathing. 


when the white doves of peace 
deep inside the dome, 
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fluttered with their wings, 

the holy ones hammered the dome, 

snipping a mother’s milking teats 

(“Are these my children. ... my own children” i 
As blood splashed again 

on the pages of history, 

river Sarayu did not flow any more. 


Silent words felled by stabbing, 
I shall gently press you to my cheeks. 


Welding words to words, 

they have given voice to emotions, 

to the exchange of hearts, to mystic song. 
why are they silent now ? 


put out the fire, wipe away tears from their eyes, 

let the words come again freely, as dreams to my head’s dome, 
to the waiting mint of my heart, 

Stamped with communal peace, gaining currency, 

traversing the length and breadth of this land. 

Come as the voice of harmony ! | 


f 


Note: This is acomplex poem with a high density of metaphors and images. 
It cannot be fully grasped without some knowledge of the context : 
which inspired it. In fact, it arose out of the poet’s anguish over the 
destruction of the Babri Masijd in the name of Hinduism . 
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A FEW WORDS OF MINE 


Amidst all the bustle and noise I suffer, 

where do my words hide, pulverised ? 

Breaking shells, growing many-hued wings, in desi mode, 
whither have they fled, stable and unstable emotions ? 

In the friendly company of all kinds of flowers, 

the winds of joy and sorrow blow - 

show me a place where the snake of evil has not passed 
but the fragrance has drifted that way to purify everything - 


The blind wheel overwhelms the road, whirling endlessly - 
beware of it, and poetry goes to the rescue 

of the kitten caught in it. 

Scan the sky in which the eagle flies. 

Let the clouds burst into rain, and sun shine later. 

Now is the time for sowing seeds in the order of words. 


Re 


INVITING LiFe / 96 


NATURE 


Delving deep into a stubborn soil, stretching far 

till it touches wetness, the root stru ggles 

to secure a strong foundation for the tree : 

and it seeks water as its parental home. 

The sprouts of spring manifest the force of creation ! 
The cosmic play inheres 

in the symbiosis of joy-sorrow, rising - setting, birth-death. 
Make dreams come true, sculpt them in art, | 
worship them, enjoy them, till life blossoms fully. 

Until you gain the sight to see beyond the self. 

itis a game of catching and losing. 

The roots of life lie in duality. 

With the support of divine experience that ripens into art, 
listen to the call of inner voice. 

Nature knows no distinction between good and evil, 

and men taste it in the flowering of their feelings ! 
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THE PLIGHT 


After the image of the blazing evening sun 

descends peacefully, it is dark. 

In the listless moment, drowning in the depth of memory, 
as the bonds of intimate relationship snap, 

I turn gloomy. 


As the soles tingle, holding my head in my hands, 

mouth dry, I am brought to this grotesque pass 

by the dim veil of belief in whose centre the imprisoned star 
meditates. Dawn breaks gently to become a sleeping top of lights. 


Rising from depression, with a smiling face, 

the golden rays stretch their hands to embrace the world 
with zeal. The wind blows, blending the colour and fragrance 
of flowers. Listening to bird’s song, 

creation is tranquil. Once again, all around, 

the pearl-necklace of love and the play 

of heart that has won, despite its weaknesses. 


sk 
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CHANNAVEERA KANAVI (1928-) is one of 
the finest poets of modern Kannada 
literature and award - winner of the Sahitya 
Akademi for his collection of poems, 
Jivadhvani in 1981. He lavishes meticulous 
care on his poetic craft that his poetry attains 
admirable lucidity. It has rich variety of 
moods and an elegance all its own. His 
outstanding poems - which exquisite in form 
and encrusted densely with richly suggestive 
images could be seen in this collection of 


poems. 
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editor of this volume is a well-known writer. 
He was Professor of Political Science at 
Mangalore University and an author on 
varied subjects. His monograph in English 
on Dr. B.R. Ambedkar and English 
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Akademi. 
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